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OHAPl'ER I

INTRODUOTION
It Wordsworth's importance as.a man and a poet could be
gauged by the number and the length of the controvers1es he has
oooas1oned, he would doubtless deserve the first rank among
English poets.

Ever sinoe the publ1,at1on ot his. Lzrioal Ballads

(1797) he and his poetry have been in turn questioned and
defended on five main oounts..

Dating trom Ooleridgels B10graphia

Literaria down to the present time, Wordsworth's poetio style,
his oritioal principles, hi. personal charaoter, his politios,
and, lastly, his philosophy have found varying and., often,
heated 1nterpretation., pro and con, in innumerable crIt1cal
essays and books.
~ost

It any li terar1 tigure has drawn to him a

devoted and articulate following, Wordsworth is the man.

It any has oooasioned determined and. even virulent oPPositIon,
~ordsworth

has done so.

Indeed, the oa.plex grounds and the

ardor ot the disput,es have, in general, made the truth about
~~dsworth

difficult to arrive at.

However, not all the issues that concern Wordsworth and
~ls

poetry are as lively today as they once were.

The arguments,

for example, over Wordsworth's poetio style and critical princIples, oocasioned by the appearanoe of the LyrIcal Ballads, by
1

2

his tamous pretace to the seoond edition of these poem' (1800),
and by

!e!

Exoursion (1814), are doubtless a thing ot the past.

They were judged and

largel~

laid to rest by Ooleridge, and

later oritics like Matthew Arnold, Walter Pater, and James
Russell Lowell have supplemented Ooleridge's work.

Moreover,

the disputes over Wordsworth's personal charaoter and the political position ot bis later years, which arose in Wordsworth's
own day under the attaoks ot Jeffrey, Byron, Haslltt, Landor,
and others, wbile not infrequently echoed today, have to some
extent lost their violenoe.

The exoellent and, in many ways,

balanced studies ot Wordsworth's lite by E. Legouis, G. M. Harpel,
O. H. Herford, E. Batho, and A. V. Dioey have done much to present an objective, sympathetic, and tavorable picture at Wordsworth.

A tifth tont tor dispute, however, the 1nterpretation ot

Wordsworth's philosophy and especial17.the phIlosophy ot his
ear17 'poetr7, remains as 1ivel7 an issue as ever.
In a sense the question ot WordsWorth's philosophy is the
most important question raised regarding Wordsworth.

The inter-

pretation ot Wordsworth's thought looms the larger, because his
thought has a paramount bearing on the understanding ot his
poetr7.

Wordsworth indeed bas justly been called the "most

philosophical ot all our great poets. n1 Further, the
lOt. George McLean Harper, .illi. . Wordsworth, Ohar1es Scribner's Sons, New York, 1916, 2 vol., I, 3; also Ernest Bernbaum
Guide and Antho1ogz ot Romantiolsm, vol. I, Guide ThrO~ the
ftoaantI"C"Jlovement,Thomas Keison aDd Sons, .New York, 1,-r!1

~----------------------~--~
.,
interpretation ot Wordsworth's early philosoph1 deteraines in
.ome measure the validity • .from the aspect of content, ot his
greatest poetry.2

A conclusive treatment of Wordsworth's phi-

losophy, thus tar absent in oritical effort., stands to atfect
in a sense his position in English poetry.3
Speoifically, the issue regarding Wordsworth's philosophy
arises in his early poetry trom the nature of the relationship

2 Most critics, with H. W. Garrod, fix the years trom 1797 to
1807 as the period of Wordsworth's most signiticant inspiration. During these years were written the Lyrical Ballads
and most of-Wordsworth'. nature poetry, and notably Tintern
t¥~ol (1798), The Prelude (1805 version), the Ode To,gr~
), and the ode Ii Intimations ot IDmlOrtalIiJ lYe -).
On these works and tni poetry of thli period lor .worth's
position in English poetry is mainlJpredicated.
3 A recent treatment contains the .tatement that athere has
been no thorough study ot Word.worth's philosophy. • • we
have tailed aa yet to produce atl1 study ot Wordsworth's philosophy that is both complete and objective.· (M. E. Burton,
The One Wordsworth, University ot NorthOarolina Press,
~p~lll, 1942, 24-5.)
The statement if large11 true •
• early all studies ot Wordsworthts philosophy touoh it
inoidental17. Most treatments stumble on the tact that his
thought is contradictory. Inconsequence, the construction
of a verdiot trom individual line. in Wordsworth's poetry
is exposed to the fallacy of partial selection. The latter
error has been latent in many efforts at an ultimate criticism of Wordsworth. The current approach, recognizing the
contradictory tendencies of Wordsworth's thought, is a
oautious withdrawal from any ultimate view, in favor of
indicating main tendencies in his poetry.

4

Wordsworth claimed between man, nature. and God.'

Th~problem

ot Wordsworth's philosophy has a religlous aspect, insofar as
Wordsworth's early work propose. a kind ot natural religlon
characterized by mystlc lnslght into the protounder meanings ot
the universe about us.

It has acute philosophical lnterest,

since Wordsworth's s7stem supposes a radical theorr ot mind and
4 Regardlng thephllosophy ot Wordsworth's later ,.ears, there
has not been muoh question. It ls generall,. taken to have
been oonservatlve and dominantly orthodox trom the polnt ot
vlew ot relIgion. From 1808 on. Wordsworth was a regular
ohuroh-goer. The Wordsworth ot The Excurslon and especlally
The EcoleslasticalSonnets (1819,-.as an. Anglloan, his poetry
and thought colored by the imagery, stmpathles, and beliets
ot a Chrlstlan, though liberal, talth.
Evidence, however. ot a oontrary inspiratlon tor the years
preceding 1808 has posed the problem ot the -two Wordswortha.The publicatlon ln 1926 of the 1805 verslon of The Prelude
has substantiated the antecedent opinion ot Harper and some
earlier orltios that Wordsworth's thought enjoyed. in polnt
of political, religious. and phIlosophical convictions, two
separate phases: an early and.JD.ore radical phase as opposed
to a later conservative and orthodox perlod. On the evidence
ot hls poetry in general and on the. basis of the substantial
modifioations of sJmpathy and idea tound ln the later 1839
version ot The Prelude (published ift 1850 and inoluded ln all
standard edI'trons
lordsworth's works), most critics now
aooept the exlstenoe of the-two Wordsworths.- Thua: Bradley,
Harper, Garrod, Hertord, de Selinoourt, Gingerlch, Fausset,
Rader. and Read.
Two recent treatments of the question, however, The Later
Wordsworth, by Miss E. C. Batho (The MacMillan Company, lew
YOri, 1933) and )(iss Burton'. book, take exoeption to the
majorlty view. Miss Batho argues for one plcture ot Wordsworth, pred10ating a oonsistent orthodoxy and oonservatlsm
in politics, religion, and thought, ot the ear17 and later
years. Mlss Burton,. on the other hand, lnslsts on Wordsworth's conslstent radlcallsm throughout hls life.
As a matter ot taot, there is even que.tlon whether Wordsworth's ear17 period itselt ls entlrel,. conslstent. _ong
others, Glngerich, de Se11ncourt, Rader, Dunn, and Be.ch
dlsoern a change ln Wordsworth's oplnlon between the wrlting
of Tlntern Abber and the completion .ot ~ Prelude •. Ther

or

5

a c08molo87, in bent naturalistlc, charaot.erlzed b1 th' "unit,.
of all."

One questlon Is, to what extent is Wordsworth's mys-

tlcism compatible with Christian asoeticism?

The reall7 funda-

mental question Is, does Wordsworth's earl,. system imply
panthelsm?
Aa ot today, the question turns maln17 upon the interpretation ot Wordsworth's great autobIographical poem, !!!!
Prelude, In its orlgina1 or 1805. version. 5 This poem de 8e1incourt has called "the essential living document tor the interpretation ot Wordsworth's life and poetry."S

Picturing the

growth ot Wordsworth's mind up to 1797 and the sum ot his conviction8 in 1805,

~

Prelude is an elaborate and somewbat s1s-

tematic statement of Wordsworth's ear17 thought.

ot importance,

too, are other poems, among the. Tintern Abbel, 80me lines ot
which especial17 occasion the charge ot pantheism, and the socalled "Fragment" ot

!e! .R_ec_l_u_s_e

(1799-1800)--perhaps the best

statement in brief ot Wordswarth's philosophical intentions.

---attords for a reconstructionot Wordsworth's philosophical

The supreme value ot The Prelude lies in the opportunity it

tend to interpret Wordsworth's mind in 1798 as leaning more
or less to outright pantheism, but by 1805 inclining to a
qualified theism.
5 W. Wordsworth, The Prelude, or Growth ot a Poet.s Mind (Text
ot 1805), edite!'l'rom themaDuscrlpts Dy Irnest Qe-serinoourt,
Oxford University Press, London,.192S, reprinted in oondensed
ed1 t10n in 1933. Unless otherwi.se noted, this tex.t is used
throughout the thesis.
S Ibid., ix. •..

-

6

system. 7

4?

This opportunit7 has perhaps existed only since the

appearance ot de Selincourt's work.

Because de Selincourt·s

Prelude offers new and more torthright
evidence, the question of
...
ot Wordsworth's early philosophy bas today an altered basis and
~;1..1'

7

The reliability or The Prelude (1839 version) as strictly
representative or wor!aworth's mind at the age ot thirty-rive
is open to larg, ~estion. Wordsworth's modification ot his
original radical faith seems clea~ on the basis of de. 8elincourt.s variorum edition of the tive separate manuscripts ot
The Prelude. The 1839manuscri.pt portraJs, not the young Wordsworth (1797-1805), but the elderl,. Wordsworth whose religion,
thought, and politics had considerably altered aubing the
thirty-tive years between the .riting ot the original and tinal
manuscripts. In consequence of the changes Wordsworth introduced into successive manuscripts of the poem, The Prelude in
the original or 1805.version probably should.be~ow1edged
as the more authentic statement ot Wordsworth's position in
1805. With the view the recent treatments by Hertord, Rader,
Dunn, Fausset, and Beach agree. Joseph Beach remarks:
In attempting to reconstruct Wordsworth's views in the
period covered by -The Prelude,· it is obvious that .e
should preter the testimony or the earlier version to
that of the revision, made at a ttme when the poet,
turned orthodox and conformist, was anxious not to ortend the aenaibili ties of the fai.thtul. ('fhe Ooncept ot
Bature in Nineteenth-Oent\ll'~ English Poetrl, 'fbe Jlacl1nan
company;-Xew York, 1936, li .)
In the same strain Melvin M. Rader writes:
Until recently the philosophy of the earlier Wordsworth
was misrepresented by a late version or The Prelude. But
now we have the early manuscripts which place theIr
author ina true light. He consequently seems a bolder
and less ambiguous. thinker. His mystical excitement ia
more evident. Hia early animism and pantheism are
revealed far more completely_ 'The Presidi!ys Ideas in
Wordsworth's Poetry, University or-washlngton 'ress,-!eatt1e, 1931, 121.)
Whether, from the point or view ot a system or thought and
religion the early position was a better, more detensible one,
is a matter that may be overlooked, as likewia. the isaue that
the later version was better poetry_ The point to make is
that the early version beyond reasonable doubt represents Worda·
worth's mind in 1805. As such, it interprets all Wordswortb'.

7

a likely chance for conclusive solution.

The present .uthor,

bowever, has yet to see among the critics any sTstematic effort
to use its resources to explain Wordsworth's thought on a truly
philosophical basis.
It will be well here to make more specific the origins
of the discussion relative to pantheism in Wordsworth.

In gen-

eral, this problem turns on the interpretatioD of Wordsworth's
mysticism and the dootrine ot divine immanence round in
Prelude.

~

!rhe critics.' anal,-sis ot this poem and the much

shorter piece, Tintern Abbel, leads them to admit a deoided
mystioal or transoendental tendency is evident in Wordsworth's
approach to nature and to God.
enjoys several .eanings.

The term mystioal, to be sure,

In general, 'mystic' desoribes a tac-

ulty of the mind, immediate and intuitive, whioh enjoys as its
object something higher and more mysterious than.the everyday
reali ties about us.

As understood outside scholas.tlc philosoph

and applied to Wordsworth by the critiCS, mystical experienoe
so-called has its basi s in the .mind' s natural acti vi t,., the .i
belng supposed to have In certain ciroumstance.s and in certain
extraordinary people an innate power to part the vel1 of ordina
ry experience and arrive at something be,.ond.

I.D a loose sense,

the mystical experience merely oonnotes some undefined but vivi
apprehenSion of the m,-sterious or. exalted.

In the strict sense,

early poetry, ~d is the essential document tor examining his
early philosophy.

8

the real object of mystical experience is the Deity,
interioril7 in a sensible or intellectual way.

a~ived

at

Now, it Is this

strict sense of the term that critics use in alluding to the
mysticism in Wordsworth's poetry, since in Wordsworth's account
of transcendental experience he seems to propose an actual Intui tion of the d1 vine in the llfe of nature and of the soul.

He

assumed to enjoy some kind of immediate knowledge of nature and

ot God beyond the ordinary range of human experience.

In the

words ot Emile Legouis:
For Wordsworth reallty possesses the power of
meltlng away, .f becomlng spiritualized untll
the poet obtalns at least a gllmpse of the
Ideal world • • • the poet no longer merely
believes in God; he sees H1m~ Fo~~him the
unlverse becomes, as it ...re, the transparent
veil of dlvlnity. The sound ot the world,i.~
in a m&Jfer, God'.s volce. perceptible to the
senses.
Joseph Beach alludes to the same mystical tendency:
• • • 1n The Prelude and elsewhere the 1mag1nation is conslaered as something more than a
mere aesthetic faculty, rather as a splritual
faculty that enables Its possessor to "see
into the life ot things," to intuit essential
truth. • .There was always a touch ot the mystical about (Wordsworth's) concept of nature,
as if it were something directly intuited. 8
Now, natural mystiCism always implies same kind ot divine immanence as a means tor attaining the intu1tive experience of God,
7 Emile Legouis,. The Earll L1teofW1ll1amWordsworth, 1770-1798,
A Study of -The-r:reluae,· trani7 5y ~.
latthewa, J. K. Dent
8 and 00., London, 1897, 448-456.

w.

Beach, 151, 199.

-9

and no less in Wordsworth than in the m,-stloal philoso~,- at the

anolent Neo·Platonists or ot oonteaporar,- thinkers.

And most

critics.-probabl1 all orltlcs--discern a doctrine ot divine
immanence in Wordsworth's s,-stem.

Thus# Wordsworth's notion-ot

God implies the immanent or indwelllng presence ot God In nature
and In the soul.

An equlvalent idea is toundin Spinoza 6 "God

is the indwelling and not the transient cause ot all thlngs.89
In Wordsworth's conception 6 God Is somehow to be identitied with
nature and man, is int±mately present to them, not as thelr
extrinsic cause 6 but intrinSically as their splrit and lite.
Among the critlcs, SolaBon F. Gingerich aftirms:
Wordsworth Is the most modern ot moderns In
his constant inslstence on the principle ot
iJlllll8.nence I God is not an ab.sentee Being in
relation to his Universe--He is in nature
and in man. 10
Wordsworth's preterence for an immanent Deit7 is likewise noted
by

Dean Inge:
The presence ot the Divine In and behind Nature
was • • • intimatel,- felt by Wordsworth • • •
When his Inspiration was at Its helght# he
reall,- saw and felt what he_ atterwards remembered and trIed to revIve--the presenoe at
the 11v1ng soul ot the world. ll

9 Ethic# pt. 1, prop. xviii.
10 Solomon F. Gingerlch# EssaIs in the Romantic Poets 6 The Mac-

Millan CompanY6 New York6

924;!2I.

11 Willlam R. Inge# The Platonlc Tradition In EnlllSh Rellgious

ThOught6 Longmans;-nr,een

ana

Ool#tondon;-192 , 83.

10
Kelvin Rader remarks that ·Wordsworth. • .maintained a~bias fr
first to last against an absentee God. nl2 Emile Legouis proposes this immanent. even pantheistic view ot Wordsworth's mystical experience:
When sensation bas reached its utmost intensitJ. there remains in the whole universe but
one lite. one being. one reality. of which we
cannot say whether it is an infinite development ot ourselves. or an .infinite in which we
are absorbed. l3
For scholastic philosophers. some kind of pantheism woul
seem to follow on the score either ot Wordsworth's mysticism or
of his notion of immanence. owing to the intimaoy of God's
presenoe whioh both notions posit.
the vital immanence of the

ot one for.m of immanence--

Modernists-~the

Church has this to

say:
• • • to Pantheism pure and simple that other
doctrine of the divine immanence leads directly. For this is the question we ask: Doe.
or does not this immanence leave God distinot
from man? It it does, in what does it difter
fro. theCatholic~octrine of external revelation? It it does not. it is Pantheism.
Now the dootrine ot immanenoe in the Kodernist acceptation holds· and protesses that
every Phnomenon ot conscienoe proceeds trom
man as man. The rigorous conclusion ot this
is the identity of man with God. which means
Pantheism. 14

12 Rader. 128.
13 Legouis. 455.
14 Enoyclical ot Pius X. Pasoendt Dominioi ~egis. 1907. as
quoted in God and Reason. by WillIam '.osnan. S.J•• Fordham Univer8Ity-,ress. lew York, 1924, 45.

11
wordsworth's doctrine of divine immanence, being based40n an
anti-intellectual theor7 of mind, is an anticipation ot the
principles ot Kodernism, hence subject to the criticism above.
It seems, moreover, to derive as well tram the t7pe of divfne
immanence proposed in various forms b,. the ancient Beo-Platonist
and their eighteenth-centur7 followers, and by Buuno, Boehme,
and Spinoza--all pantheists.

Hence, for those who admit the

principles of scholastic philosoph,. Wordsworth's thought would
tend to panthe1....

The orit1cs of Wordsworth, however, have in

general little connection with the principles of scholastic
thought, and their oriticism inclines to be unorthodox fram the
soholastio point· of view.

An investigation oitheir findings

reveals a complex division ot opinion.
Nineteenth-centur7 criticism was oftered on a different
basis than that proposed in recent years.

It had available

neither the first draft of The Prelude nor the accumulated bio-

-

graphical evidenoe supporting the thesis ot an earlier, more
radical Wordsworth.

Its scales, therefore, were more heavi11

weighted in tavor of a theistic interpretation by appeal to the
Christian phraseolr0S7 and spirit of

~

Prelude, as critios knew

it, as well as by appeal to the well-known orthodoxy ot Wordsworth's later 1ears.

1'b.is may account f.or the verdict of thei . .

which the early studie,s of Shairp, Brooke, Strong, Dean lnge,
and Sneath have rendered.

Recent interpretations ot Wordsworth

by Patton, Batho, and Sherwood art in line with this older

12

n1neteenth-centur.y tradition in criticism.

Here may ~ quoted

80me few examples of the early critical view.

E. Hershey

sneath defends Wordsworth from the charge of pantheism, saying:
Instead ot an all-engulfing Pantheism he
teaches the transcendence of God, while, at
the same time, predicating his immanence-~
preserving, howelPer, the reality and indi·
viduality of God, things, and finite spirits,
affirming their intimate relationship in a
spiritual kingdom, and the gracious and
beneficent ministry of the Spirit in things
to the Spirit in Man. His is the Theist's
faith in a spiritual universe, which our
Poet aftirms with his whole mind and heart,
and with which hi8 poetry ot Nature throbs. 15
Likewise Professor Shairp:
The supposition that Wordsworth ever main. tained a Pantheistic philosophy, ever held.
a deliberate theory ot the Divine Being as
impersonal, is contradicted both. by many an
express declaration of his own and by what
is known of his life. But it is none the
less true that, though he never held the
Pantheistic dootrine, the presenoe of nature,
when he was in the heyday ot imagination,
stirred in him what is called the Panthe- .
iatia feeling in its highest and purest torm.~6
Mr. Brooke maintains that Wordsworth, viewing external nature
as an active principle, gave this prinCiple a personality,
which was -the poetic interpretation ot an actual Being, the
form whioh the poet gives to the living Spirit of God in the

15 E. Hershey Sneath, Wordsworth: Poet of Nature and Poet of
Man, Ginn and Company, Boston, Im,-SoI.
- 16 ~C. Shairp, Studies in Poetry and Philosophy, Hurd and
Houghton, New York, !8~, S4.
-

13

outward world, in order that he may possess a,metaphysfoal
thought as a subjeot for his work as an artist.·l~

He says:

It may be the fashion to call this pantheistic,
but it is the true and neoessary pantheism
which affirms God in all, and all by Him,
but whioh does not affi~ that the All includes the whole ot God. It 1s true a oerta1n amount of what is called the personality of God seems to slip away trom Wordsworth when he speaks of God being in Nature;
but we must separate, in speaking of his
theology, his idea of God in relation to man,
whioh he oonceived of as distinotly a personal relation, fram his idea of God in
relation to Nature, which he could not conceive ot as an absolutely personal relation •
• • • (Wordsworth) would probably have said
that the personality ot God in reference to
Nature consisted in God's consciousness of
Himselt at every moment of time in every
part, as well as in the whole ot the universe • • • But as this is a metaphysioal and
not a poetiC thought, and as Wordsworth
wanted a thought which he oould use poetically, he transferred this idea of God,
realising His personality in the whole ot the
universe, to an actual person whom he creates,
to a Being wham he terms God. 18
We see that each ot these oritios admits there is a panLthetat!o tone or spirit in Wordsworth's thought.

His is an

immanent Deity, but this immanence they propose to save from
striot pantheism by emphasizing the transoendenoy ot the immanent Divinity.

Miss Sherwood remarks that ·Wordsworth achieves

'the syntheSiS ot transcendence and immanence' which, as
17 stoptord Brooke,. TheOlogy
1915, 79.
18 Ibid., 80-81.

-

!! ~ English Poets, E.P. Dutton,

14

Windelband sa1s_ is sought by Plotinus."19

She elsewh're says:

The oonsoiousness in Tintern of the immanenoe
of ' the divine_ "a motIon and a spiritW that
wroll s through all things" is no denial ot
transcendenoe • • • but suggests a more quick
and vital way ot drawing near the power impellings all things. • • .Belief in the personality of this immanent and transoendent
power was, from first to lalt, a fundamental
part ot Wordsworth's taitb. 20
Ulttmately,these critios propose a theism for Wordsworth in th
attenuated modern sense, both tor the later as well as early
rears:
It i8 asserted without any he'sitation that the
"orthodoxy· ot his later ytars was. natural
growth trom the orthodoxy ot his youth, and that
neither depended on a rigid interpretation and
aooeptanoe ot a small and limiting set ot the ..
ologioal propositioDa. 2l
But whether this "theistio·immanence they propose is not the
pantheistic immanenoe ot Plotinus_ Boehme, and Spinosa, is
highly questionable.
However, there is also present-day opinion in ravor or
Wordsworth's early theism.
sion ot

~

With the evidenoe ot the 1805 ver-

Prelude betore them, some oontemporary critics

still find the early Wordsworth theistio, at least, at the time
he wrote the oonclud1ng books of this poem.

We say tat least,t

19 Margaret Sherwood, Underourrents of Influence in English
Romantic Poetrl, Harvard ~nlv.rsitY Press, Cam~riage, 1934,
20 169.
Ibid., 152-3. Italics here, as elsewhere throughout the the21 il'i; my own.
Batho, 265.

15
tor there is a growing body of opinion that

Wordsworth~was

very

nearly, if not actually, an out-and-out pantheist at the time
o! the writing of Tintern Abbey.

'!'hus, de Selinoourt, Rader,

punn, and Beaoh believe that Wordsworth, when he oomposed

Tintern Abbey, was a proponent of outright naturalism and that
subsequsntly he suffered a ohange of heart-in the direotion of
The Prelude itself, they consider, was
orientated to conform with Wordsworth'. changed convictions.
a qualified theism.

The

evidenoe tor the ohange is tound in not a tew assertions of the
transoendent, personal, and provIdent nature of God in the latter poem.

As, tor the state ot Wordsworth'. mind at the writing

ot Tintern Abbey Joseph Beaoh warns us:
• • • even the testimony of the original version (of'rThe prelude~ must be aocepted with oaution. A~ut the irst two books of The
Prelude were oamposed in .1804 and l805;-iubsequent to the period of his lite of whioh the
poem treats. His biographers are all agreed
that his opinions had undergone very great
changes in the interval, and in the Judgment
ot his later biographers, he was inclined to
color the reoord of earlier times with views
wh!ih he entertained at the time of writing.
So that we oannot be oonfident that his conception ot nature in Tintern Abbel is identical with that in The ~relude--thi the earlier
poem should be re~fD the light of the explicitly theistic tone ot many passages in the
later one. There is no reason to suppose that
Wordsworth, in his moments ot extremest unorthodoxy, was positively unreligious, or still less
atheistical. And yet it is not improbable that
in Tintern Abbey the absence of direct reference to the deity is IJlIlptomatlc ot a leaning
towards a qualified naturalism. 22
22 Beaoh, 116.
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Rader believes -His early animism and pantheism are revealed
tar more completely- in the 1805 version of The Prelude.

For

this second group ot critics, then, the problem of Wordsworth's
early thought involves a distinction based on the premise that
his ideas underwent a change or development even in the early
period trom naturalism to theism.
The present writer would break in here with a plea tor
clarification.

Throughout the general body of criticism touch-

ing on Wordsworth's thought, the critics tail to make evident
whether they are dealing with Wordsworth's personal convictions
or with his objective system, when they pronounce that his
thought is theistic or pantheistic.

A .distinction is possible

here and, indeed, must be mad., and paradoxicalll' I believe
that a large element of the contradiction that surrounds the
problem di,sappears if we insist that Wordsworth t s personal convictionsand the trend ot his system are themselves contradictory.

The assumption ot divine immanence which founds Words-

worth's mystical view of nature and the soul is strongly pantheistic.

On the other hand, Ylordswor.th insists in

!!'!!.

Prelude on

the personal, transcendent, and provident nature ot the Divinit
this is theism.

In the tinal book ot this poem he 8xplicit17

admits his former panthei8ll., hence his personalconvlctions were
at that time theistic.

Now the critics do not discriminate

between Wordsworth's convictions and the contrary import ot his
system as they should.

What de. Selinoourt, Rader, Dunn, and

17
Beach mean to say is that Wordsworth at the time of 'the4! writillg

not so formerly.

of The Prelude was

convinced of the truth of theism,
,
On the other band, Hertord# Elton, Burton,
persona~ly

and Read# who interpret Wordsworth's thought as pantheistic# are
really concerne.d with his. objective doctrine.

Elton terms

Wordsworth the ·Yatis sacer ot Panthelsm.- 23

Herford reters to
the pantheism present in Tlntern Abbey and ~ Prelude. 24 Read

calls ·frankly pantheistic· the relationship between Wordsworth
and nature described in the latter poem. 25

Do the two groups

of critics contradict each other's position?

By no means# for

the interpretations ot each aide actually concern different aspects of the problem of interpreting Wordsworth's thought#

Yet,

for failure to distinguish the subjective and objective aspects
of Wordsworth's thought, they have the impression themselves
and, furthermore# give the impreSSion that their positions are
mutually opposed.
The problem of Wordsworth's early thought is, of course,
oomplex# owing to both the variant data of the two versions ot
~

.P.r.e_l_u.d.e and the probability that Wordsworth at one or more

periods changed his mind.

But it need not be made so complex

23 Oliver Elton, A survef of English Literature# The MacMillan

Company, .ewtOri, 10XZ#

It,

50.

24 C. H. Herford, Wordsworth, E. P. Dutton and COJl1pan1', Ifew York
25 1930, 228.

Herbert Read, Wordsworth, Jonathan Oape and Harrison Smith#
New York, 1931# 56.
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as Gingerich, tor example, considers it to be.

With r'gard to

any ultimate judgment about Wordsworth's ultimate philosophy,

Gingerich indeed throws up his hands, maintaining:
Wordsworth cannot be put into anyone tormula,
and the truth about him has been beclouded by
the ettorts ot critics to do so, to make him,
tor instance, a Pantheist (Elton), or an Associationist (Beatty), or a Philosophic Senaationalist (Garrod),--to cite but a tew examples
ot recent critips. The growth ot Wordsworth's
mind, instead ot being simple, as is usually
supposed, is extraordinarily complex • • • Perhaps the best that can be done is to trace the
main tendencies as manitested in his works
chronologically. 26
The view, it would seem, is extreme.

Wordsworth's thought can

be interpreted in an ultimate sense.

But we must keep in mind

precisely what we are trying to investigate.

This is a pre- .

requisite to any interpretation ot Wordsworth'.s philosoph,..
This, however, the various criticisms ot Wordsworth have, in no
case, done.

Because his critics have approached Wordsworth's

thought without care to clarity in their own minds the precise
aspect ot his thought they mean to treat--subjective or objective--they are at logger-heads over the ultimate interpretation
ot Wordsworth's philosophy, and the controversy, as ot the
present, seems overwhelmed with contradiotions.
The view that Wordsworth had no great insight into, and
grasp ot, ultimate philosophical postulates, inasmuch as he
tailed to reoognize the contradiction between his own mind and
26

GingerIch, 138.
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tbe objective trend ot his teaohing in
be oonsidered startling.

!e!

~

Prelude, should not

Most of his critics, in faot, will

admit that Wordsworth had no philosophy in the strict sense ot
the term.

Joseph Beaoh says briefly, ·Wordsworth was not a
pbil0soPher.· 27 And the opinion ot John Morley was that "it is
best to be entirely sceptical as to the existence of system and
ordered philosophy in Wordsworth."28

A system of ideas, it is

true, definitely underlay Wordsworth's thought, but this system
Wordsworth did not arrive at by any philosophical method.

The

truth of his metaphysios,was the object of Wordsworth's faith;
not his reason; its eVidence, his intuitions, rather than objec
tive arguments.

As de Se11ncourt says:

"His faith was a pas-

sionate intuitIon of God present 1n the Universe and in the
mInd of man; h1s phIlosophy no more than the struggle of hIs
reason to account for it._ 29 Rather than speak of Wordsworth's
philosophy, we should perhaps apeak of his faith, for

ultL~atel

faith and intuItion, not reason and premi,.s, seem to have been
the basis of the synthesis Wordsworth proposed.
However, if Wordsworth can be charged with amateurism in
philosophy, so may the great majority of his critiCS, unless
we are to say that theIr failure to relate Wordsworth's

myst~

27 Joseph W. Beach, ·Expostulation and Reply,· PMLA, XL (1925),
28 347.

,

John Morley (ed.), The Complete Poetical Works of Wordsworth,
29 Crowell, New York, !SSS, Introd., 14.
-de Selincourt, Introd., xxxiv •

•
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and immanence to pantheism stems trom their

.,
sympathies with

relaxed theistic notions of contemporary philosophy_

the

In the

scholastic view Wordsworth's fund.mental pantheism is clear-cut.
For present-day critics Wordsworth's immanent Divinity leema in
no contradiction with theistic conceptions.

Perhaps this is

because they have a ditferent understanding of theism.

Their

theism poses a God. not necessarily transcendent and personal,
but rather immanent in and organic with the world.

For scho-

lastic philosophers this conception of God is tantamount to
pantheism.

For modern philosophers and modern critics it may

be theism of a kind, seeing that the vital and immanent conception of the Deity avoids the implieations ot sheer materialistic monism. which last alone they consider pantheism.

For

some, it seems enough to save the transcendencyot God to
assert, as does Stopford Brooke. that the view "which affirms

------

-

----

God in all, and all by him. • .does not affirm that the All
-.....
--- ---.
tl30
includes the whole ot God.
In the scholastic view. however.

---------- -- --tithe unity of alltl--God, the universe,

man--which Wordsworth

proposes is pantheism. however nicely the critics attempt to
extenuate its meaning.

The propOSition which many critics will

not admit--that immanence and transcendence are contradictories
--founds the conolusion. of the present theais.
Leaving the opinions ot the critica, the writer will
30 Brooke, 79.
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indioate here the intentions and method of the thesis.

~

intended in the thesis to make an independent study of

!2!

It is

Prelude with the view of establishing the objeotive toroe ot
the religious philosophy which this poem sets forth.

The the-

sis will consider the nature or Wordsworth's mysticism and the
torm of divine Immanence he proposes wIth the object of determining whether Wordsworth's system does or does not imply
Wordsworth's fundamental pantheism.

The prinCiples to be ap-

plied to the interpretatIon ot Wordsworth's thought will be
those ot scholastic philosophy.

Sinoe Wordsworth's m18tioism

and immanence remain a oonstant in the philosoph7 proposed both
in Tintern Abbel and

!h!.

Prel~e- .. all

the critios admit this--

any conclusions we derive about them will appll over the gen-

change in Wordsworth's mind in the direction

eral period 1798-1805.
Prelude marked a

However, the probability is that The

of a personal conviction of theism, although. his fundamental
system remained, as before, pantheistic.

The

e~ce

for this

change will be related in the chapter of the thesis which deals
explicitly with the problem of pantheism in Wordsworth.
The reasons are perhaps evident why this writer chooses
to make a positive approach, considering Wordsworth's thought
directly, rather

tl~n

a negative one via the critics.

To begin

with, while much of the matter of the critics i8 discernIng and
scholarll and some treatments (those of Rader and Beach, for

22
~

.xample) are excellent» the assumptions which the oritics tend
to entertain in questions of religion and philosophy make their
opinions in general unreliable.

Matters in point are their

loose definition of theism» and their sympathies toward the
highly questionable ideas of religion ourrent today.

Anyone

running through the oritical literature on Wordsworth's philosophy finds ideas aocepted as axiomatic which soholastic
philosophy and Oatholic theology would deny or gravely distinguish.

Regarded as self-evident, for example, by any number of

oritios is the validity of natural mysticism as a faculty for
metaphysical and religious truths.

The wholly experiential and

subjective character of religion is hardly questioned.

Sim1

11 with other propositions: there is no supernatural order;

religious experience is essentially an experience of the feelings; God is immanent in nature and in man; man partakes of the
divine nature as a natural consequenoe of his psychological
structure.

When then the various critics profess to treat of

religion and philosophy in Wordsworth's poetry, such assumptions as these must largely vitiate the value of the critics'
opinions» at least for readers having a more orthodox scholas
or Catholic viewpoint.
A further reason for an independent approach appears in
the fact that to this writer's knowledge scholastic thought has
neve~

been applied to the criticism of Wordsworth's prinoiples.

r~----------------------~
23
t

In proposing to interpret Wordsworth's thought in the fight ot
scholastio philosophy, there is hope of achieving an interpretation of Wordsworth that Will satisfy by its clarity of
definition and by the soundness of its principles of criticism.
Moreover, the distinotion ot Wordsworth'. subjective understanding versus the objeotive foroe ot his principles should make
for a precision of treatment and argument in the thesis which
has hitherto been lacking in oritioal efforts.
With regard to the treatments of Herford, Elton, Burton,
and

Read, all of whom render a verdiot of pantheism for Words-

worth's early thought, it should be remarked in eaoh case that
,

no formal arguments are given in support ot the interpretation.
Rather Elton and Read dismiss the question in a paragraph, and
Herford is satisfied with a few allusions to Tintern Abbey.
Miss Burton, for her part, demonstrates a viewpoint remarkable
for its lack

or

basic information.

I

quote:

We now know that. tor Wordsworth, God, and
Nature, the Supreme Power, the right Reason
are one. • .His expansion ot this pantheistic,
this transcendental concept of mind and soul
is not for him, and never ~Is been, inimical
~ lli miriitIanreligion.
All considered, it has been determined to develop Wordsworth's thought from its fundamentals up, without other than
incidental reterence to the critios.

Pursuant to this plan, the

initial chapter in the body of the thesis Will deal with
32 Burton

47-8.
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Wordswortb's tbeory of the mind.

Sucb a chapter is per~ap.

necessary to develop tbe radical scope of Wordsworth's mystiois.a.
It is mainly intended to deal with an objection in one instance
that Wordsworth's mysticism i. of the 'every-day,' harmless
variety and perfeotly consonant witb the full Chriatian and even
catbolic religious tradltion. 33 Atter successive cbapters on
Wordsworth's mysticism, his doctrine of tmmanence, and bis pantheism, a tina 1 ohapter will summarize tbe matter and conclusion.
of the thesis.
The Prelude itself purports to give the history of the
growth of Wordsworthls mind over the first twenty-seven years
of bis life.

However, the thesis is not concerned with the

development, as sucb, of Wordsworth's thought, but with the
mature conclusions

wbich~

as he felt, crowned tbat development

--- -------

and whiob he affirmed in tbe final books of The Prelude.
Allowing for his change ot opinion, which cbange did not affect
his aystem, these conclusions may be taken as informing Wordsworth's thought fra. 179', the year of his reoovery from the
~oral

crisia mentioned in the poem, up to the year 1805.

the period of Wordsworth's thought oovered by the thesis.

Henoe,
It i.

--- -------

true, many of the ideas contained in The Prelude remained with
33 Cf. James V. McCummiakey, Was Wordsworth a Pantheist? (thesis)j
St. Louis University, 1938;-!9. Mr. icCummiakey remarks:
" • • • the conclusion we are forced to draw trom our consideration of the poetry is that Wordsworth was never a pantheist or a mystic, i.e •., a naturalistic mystic. The only
mysticism he ever experienced was • • • Everyday Mysticism."
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wordsworth throughout life.

However, the years fram

1~98-l805

oonstitute the time of their greateat inspiration for Wordsworth; after 1805 theae ideas are, so it seems, affirmed with
less intensity or in modified form.

CHAPl'ER II
WORDSWORTH'S THEORY OF THE MIND

Matthew Arnold in Essals

!e Cr1t1cism attempted to dis-

miss Wordsworth's philosophy and, hence, his most philo8ophic

thought underl1ing them was fundamentally unsound.

works, The Prelude and The Excursion, on the ground that the
In this

connection, Arnold said of Wordsworth:
The Wordsworthians are apt to praise him for
the wrong things and to lay far too much
stress upon what they call his philosophy.
His poetry is the reality, his philosophy,
as tar at least as it JIl8.y put on the form
and habit of a scientific sJstem of thought,
and the more it puts them on--is the illusion. l
Arnold here was aiming primarilJ at Leslie Stephen, who had
maintained that "Wordsworth's poetry is precious because his
philosophy is sound," that "his ethical system is • • • distinctive and capable of exposition,· and that "his poetry is
intormed by ideas which tall spontaneously into a scientific
sJstem of thought."2
The issue joined between Arnold and Stephen has seen
1 Matthew Arnold, J!sa1s
2 New York, 1888, 56.

!! CritiCism, A. L. Burt Company,

Leslie Stephen, Hours in a Librarl, G. P. Putnam's
York, 1899, II, 270-!e"r. 26

'

tions, New

2'7

considerable disoulsion among oritics of reoent date, lith the
honors, at least in weight ot numbers, in favor ot Stephen.
ThiS would be most gratifying to Wordsworth, were he living,
for Wordsworth in his own words wished Weither to be considered
as a teaoher or as nothing,· and in his philosophy he reposed
hiS greatest hope that his poetry might live. 3
been nothing short ot

horrifie~

He would have

at Arnold's suggestion that his

best work lay in his short pieces, that he was ohietly a lyrio
poet, and that his poetry oould be appreciated without reference to his phi1osophioa1 convictions.

To ignore Wordsworth's

ruling ideas Is, indeed, to reduce him to the stature of a
trivial nature poet, to mistake hil purpose, and to miss the
protound implications he aimed at in all, even the most a.emingl7 simple poetry that

h~

wrote. 4

This is not to imply, aa

many critios do, that Wordsworth'. philosophy is sound.

Rather,

it il to insist with Bernbaum that Wordsworth's poetr7 cannot
be rightly understood unless his full Intentions and his philosophy are grasped.
Certainly Wordsworth was a poet rather than
a systematic philosopher, i.e., he thought
in concrete pictures rather than in abstract
concepts; nevertheless he was in faot and in
intention, as Coleridge deo1ared, a philosophioal poet poet--the greatest philosophioal poet in our 1anguage--and in his maturity
3 William Knight '(ed.), Kemorials ot Coleorton, Edinburgh, 1887,
II, 31, quoted in M. M. Raaer's Jresldl~ Ideas • • • See
Prelude, I, 228-234.
4 !n hIs correspondence Wordsworth asserted: "There is
scaroely anyone of ~ poems whioh does not aim to direct
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a partioular s1stem ot Ideas underlay his
poetical works, whioh cannot be tully valued without a knowledge ot that system,5
At least in his early years, the dominant ambition ot
Wordsworth's lite was to write a great philosophical.
Then, last wish

My last aDd ra.ourl\e aspirationJ then

I 1'earn to. eella 80me philosophioal Song
OtTruth that cherishes eur dai11 lit.;
With meditations pass1on.te trom deep
Recesses 1n man's heart. 6
,
The idea tor such a poem by Wordsworth was conceived in 1798,
first by Coleridge.
·Wordsworth should

The plan was, as Coleridge relates, that
as~e

the station ot a man in mental repose,

one whose principles were made up, and so prepared to deliver
upon author1ty a system ot philosophy.·?

This system ot' philos-

opny, so Wordsworth intended, was to be embodied in "a philosophic Poem, containing views on Man, Nature, and SocIety, and
to be entItled the 'Reoluse.'·

It was to be, as Wordsworth

wrote, so comprehensive thatt"! know not anything that will not
oome within the scope ot my plan."

5
6
.
7

Having, however, atter

the attention to some moral sentiment, or to some general
principle, or law ot thought, or ot our intelleotual constitution." Ibid., II, 12.
,
Ernest Bembaum, Guide Thro~ the Romantic ¥ovement, Thomas
Nelson and Sons, lew York,
8;-f, 131-2.
Prelude, I, 228-234.
'
Samuel T. ColerIdge, Table Talk and Omniana, OXford University Press, London, 1§17, l~---
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initial enthusiasm 80me misgivings as to his capacity tor philosophic poetry, Wordsworth first undertook to review his own
mind and, as he says, Wto examine how tar Nature and Education
had qualified him tor such emp1o~ent.w8
poem entitled

~ ~ Growth~! Poet.s~.

In

the event, the plan tor the Recluse was not tulfi1led, but

~

~

Prelude,

The result was the

Prelude affords a clear look at Wordsworth's intentions.

The

Recluse was to be a philosophioal sTQthesis ot a comprehensive
kind, its basis a sum total ot philosophical convictions novel
and.profound in

t~eir

ultimate implioations.

However he arrived

at it and whatever its va,lid1ty, Wordsworth's original: faith,
on which as aeant to build the great ph11osophical poem and
which he repeated aga1n and again in

~

Prelude, proposes a

startling account ot the innate power ot the human mind. 9

His

oonviction is that this faoulty is capable of attaining in
transcendental fashion the most sublime truths.

His tirm trust

was that he had enjoyed communion with the mysteries ot nature
(spelled with a capital N) and ot the Deity indwelling in the
world and in man.

Hence, he would teach men his secret.

8 ct. the Pretace to The Exoursion, 1814.
9 Herbert Read has caIIid The Prelude Wthe greatest exaltation
ot the mind ot man that has ever been conceived.- Heruert
Read, Wordsworth, Jonathan Capes, New York, 1930, 195.
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• • • yet to me I teel ~
That an internal brightness is vouchsated
That must not dle, that must not pass away
1

•

•

Possesslons have I that are 80lely mlne,
Som~thlng within whlch yet is shared by none
•

•

•

•

•

•

I would impart it, I would spread it wide.
Love, knowledge, all my manifold delights,
All buried with me wlthout monument
Or profit unto any but ourselvesJ
It must not be, if I divinely taught,

~; ~~!:ii:g!!nt~ss~::!na~rI~:~=e:tbt
Thus Wordsworth wrote in the fragment ot the Recluse.

The same

wlsh to describe hls inner endowment tor the profit of men ls
made in the ooncluding lines of

~

.P.r_8.lu.d
__
e.

Prophets of Nature, we to them wl1l speak
A lasting lnsplration, sanctitied
By reason and by truth; what we have loved,
Others wll1 love; and we may teaoh the.m how;
Instruct them how the mind of man becomes
A thousand times
beautrru~an the earth

more

•

•

•

In beauty exalted, as lt is ltself
Of substance and of fabric more divine. ll
By way of introduolng Wordsworth's

s~stem

and the mys-

teries ot mind he proposed to disclose relative to God, nature,
and man, we have tirst to investigate Wordsworth's ooncept ot
mlnd, for ln his theory ot knowledge his ambitious synthesis
has its foundation.

The material lies at hand in all Words-

-----

worth's early poetry, but espeCially in The Prelude.
10 Recluse, 674-702.
11 Prelude, XIII, 442-452.
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Xmagination • • • in truth
• • • another name tor absolute strength
And clearest insight, amplitude ot mind
And reason in her most exalted mood. 16
The supreme value with which Wordsworth endows Imagination is
apparent in other lines.

This taculty,

Imagination • • • the power so-called
Through sad incompetence ot human speech
That awful power • • • trom the mind's abyss.17
is the -glorious faculty that higher minds bear with them as
their own,- -the prime and vital principle,· fta higher power,"the main essential powertt by which we attain to the inner meanings and relations of things.

It is -a reason which indeed is

Reason,- -the very faculty ot truth.indicate the exalted notion attached

Such reterenoes plain17

br Wordsworth

to the oper-

ations of the Imagination.
We may inquire whether Wordsworth gives a more explicit
account of the Imagination.

What relation, for example, has

Imagination with reason understood as the logical or disoursive
facult7?

In terms ot its objects, are its acts immediate and

intuitive, or not?
To
~the

begl:;:h~-:with,

Wordsworth distinguishes Imagination,

grand and Simple reason,· as he calls it, trom discursive
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reason
that humbler power
Which oarries on its no inglorious work
By logic and minute analysis. 1S

At some loss to describe Imagination .. Wordsworth chooses to call
it reason .. but, carefully distinguishlng it from disoursive
realon, by which. we argue tram pretll •• ,~" h.e adds clarltying
phrases that set Imaginatlon apart from and above our 10glcal
faculty.

Thus, Imaginatlon is rather "reason in her most exall~fts

ted mood," "the image of right reason • • • that

the Be1ng
into magnanimity," or "the grand and simple reason.· lg OAt

other times, Wordsworth Simply terms Imagination. "power,· a
"mind," "a sovereign voice within the soul," or

0. sJmpathy with

power".-always with a connotation of the vast discernment and
pregnant charaoter of its acts.

The logical faculty, on the

other hand, il "a humbler power," and in one instance Wordsworth
terms It "false Imagination."
While grudglngly admitting the validity of reason,
properly so-called .. in certain limited spheres of knowledge ..
Wordsworth had always, in tact, a decided bias

agains~

it.

For

him, Imagination is the preeminent power of the mInd, whl1e
reason, the inferior faculty, 11 at best a ·secondary power,,"
at worst undependable" false" and dangerous.

Thus, he attacks

18 Ibid., XI, 124-126.
19 In The ~...lGft Wordsworth colns a word to distlnguish the
k1nrs-ol' reason. There Imagination is excurslve reason.IV
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that tal.e .econdary power, by which ~
In weakne.s, we create distinctions, then
Deem that our puny boundaries are things
.
Which we perceive, and not ~hich we have made. 20
Reason, Wordsworth says, is an idol,
of all idols that which pleases most
growing mind. A trifler would he be
Who on the obvious benefits should dwell
~at rise out'of thi. prooess; but to speak
Of all the narrow estimates of things
Which hence originate were a worthy theme
For philosophic Verse; sutfice it here
~o hint that danger cannot but attend
Upon a Function rather proud to be
The eneay of talsehood, than the friend
21
To truth, to sit in judgment than to teel.
~he

Oomplaining against the logicians and the assooiationist psyohology of Hartley, he asks,
Who shall parcel out
His intelleot, by geoaetric rules,
Split, like a province, into round and square!
Who knows the individual hour in whioh
His habits were first sown, even as a seed,
Who that Shall pOint, as with a wand, and say,
'This portion ot the river of my mind
Oame from yon fountain?22

To Coleridge, Wordsworth says,
Thou, my Friendl art one
More deeply read in thy own thoughts; to thee
Soienoe appears but, what in truth she is,
Not as our glory and our absolute boast,
But as a suocedaneum, and a .prop
To our infirmity.23
20
21 Prelude, II, 221-224.
22 Ibid., II, 127-137.

2 !'6!!., I I, 208-215.
3 '!"6I'!., II, 215-220.
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Revolution, young Wordsworth, like

80

many others, saw •in

Reason the promise ot a millenium ot libertt, progress, and
bappiness for humanity.

In Book X of The Prelude Wordsworth

recalls his youthful mind and the dazzling hopes of the time:

o pleasant exercise of hope and joyl
For great were the auxiliars which then stood
Upon our side, we who were strong in love;
Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive,
But to be young was very heaven; 0 times
In which the meagre, stale, forbidding ways
Of custo., law, and statute book took at once
The attraction of a country in Romance;
When Reason seem'd the most to assert her rights
When most intent on making ot herselt
A prime Enchanter to assist the work,
Which then was gOing forwards in her name.
Not favour'd spots alone, but the whole earth
The beauty wore of prom1se. 26
An active partisan, I thus convoked

From every object pleasant circumstance
To suit my ends; I moved among mankind
With genial feeling atill predominant. 27
But then, as Wordsworth relates, "events brought less encouragement."

England declared war on his beloved France, throw-

ing Wordsworth into a conflict of loyalties.

Soon his repub-

lican dream came to an end; France, the erstwhile champion of
liberty, set out to conquer her neighbors.

Disillusioned and

betrayed in his humanitarian and political hopes, the young
idealist turned to abstract thought for salvation.

He beoame

a follower of GodWin, entranoed by the possibilitie. tor
~6 Prelude, X, 690-703.
7 ISla., x, 737-740 •

...........
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~appiness

in the unsentimental rule of reason.
This was the time when all things tending fast
To depravation, the Philosophy
That promised to abstract the hopes ot man
Out of his feelings, to be ~ixfd thenceforth
Forever in a purer element
Found ready welcome. • •
•
•
•
the dream
Was tlattering to the young ingenuous mind
Pleasld with extremes, and not the least with that
Which makes the human Reason's naked self
The object of its fervour. What delightJ
How gloriousJ in self-knowledge and self-rule,
To look through all the frailties of the world,
And, with a resolute mastery shaking off
The acoidents of nature, time, and plaoe,
That make up the weak being -of the past,
Build sooial freedom on its only basis,
The treedom of the individual mind. 2 8

With the zealot youthtul enthusiasm, Wordsworth pursued the
way of abstract reason.

But soon perplexity confronted him and

then despair.
Time may oome
When some dramatic story may afford
Shapes livelier to oonvey • • •
What then I learn!d, or think I learn'd, of truth
And the errors into whioh I was betray'd
By present objeots, and by reasonings false
From the beginning, inasmuoh as drawn
Out of a heart which had been turn'd aside
From Nature by external accidenta,
And which was thus confounded more and more
Misguiding and misguided.
Thus I fared,
Dragging all passiona, notions, shapes of faith,
Like culprits to the bar, suspiciously
Oalling the mind to establish in plain day
Her titles and her honours, now believing,
Now disbelieving, endlessly perplexed,
28

-Ibid., X, 806-826.
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With impulse, motive, right and wrong, the g~ound
Of moral obligation, what the rule
And what the sanction, till, demanding proof,
And seeking it in everything, I lost
All feelIng of conviction, and, in fine,
Sick, wearied out with contrarieties, 2
Yielded up moral questions in despair. 9
Wordsworth shortly recovered his moral equilibrium in a
return to nature in the imaginative spirit ot pIs youth.

His

great adventure in the fi8ld of analytical reason, however, had
ended so fruitlessly, had brought him to a pitch so dire, that
be never again trusted reason as a valid faculty of truth.
!bis steadfast bias of Wordsworth's against any kind of discursive reason is an important point to make.

His settled convic-

tion, both fram experience and fram temperament, was that reason
was unqualified to solve the great problems of the soul and ot
the universe, was powerless to deal with metaphysical questions.
For reason -mis-shapes the beauteous form.of things--we murder
to dissect."30

It views all objects -in dis-connection dead
and spirltless.- 31 It substitutes fta universe of death for that
which moves with light and lite, informed, actual, divine, and
true. D32 Yes, above all, reason tailed to take account ot that
tact which Wordsworth considered ot paramount importance: the
life and vital soul ot the universe.
29

30 Ibid., X, 879-901. Italics are Wordsworth's.
~Tables Turned (1798), 26-28.
31 ---The -Excursion, IV, 961-962.
32 Jrilude (1850), XIV, 160-162.
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In hls rejeotlon of reason as a faculty of trutlfin the
.ore profound .spects of reality, Wordsworth necessarily tell
baok upon the intuitive oharaoter of mind.

Henoe, the charao-

teristic transoendentalism ot his thought.

Granting man's

knowledge ot the spiritual and the divine, thls knowledge has
Its origln, not in the wltness of reason or external experience,

------

but from within the mind.

Thus, the Imaglnatlon in its higher

acts is essentially transoendental.

It Is fram Withln that man

contacts truth, and by immediate and intuitive experienoe.
Now is this intuitlve faoulty ot Imagination exclusively
intellectual In its process, or are the teelings as well Incorporated into its hIgher actIvities'
doubt on this point.

Wordsworth leaves us In no

Not on17 the intelllgence but the teel-

Ings too are in direot contact wIth the world ot life and
spirit.

Both share In the intuitive character ot Imaginatlon,

both lead in the most reveallng and inttmate manner te the
knowledge ot highest truth.
That Wordsworth vlewed the Imagination as a complex of
mind and feellng is apparent In any number ot passages.

It &07-

thing, he gives priority to the teellngs In the more intlmate
experience of truth.

-

Thus he speaks of

passion, whlch itself
Is highest reason in a soul sub1ime. 33

-

33 Ibid., V, 39-40.
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Be blesses hIm
whose soul hath rlsen
Up to the helght of ~eellng Intellect. 34
Be tells us,
My trust was flr.aer

!e

~ feellngs. 35

Be descrlbes hls youth and the "visltings
wbich came upon him,

disc~oaing

or

Imaglnative power"

that he was

ever wlth the heart
EmploY'd, and the maJestlc Intellect. 36
I felt and nothln, else; I dld not judge,
y Diiir~ought 0 JUQilng, with the glft
Of all this glory flll'd and satlsf1'd. 37
Indeed, his 'mystical' experlences aeem never to imply conceptual knowledge, as described by Wordsworth In The Prelude.
Rather he relates them excluslvely in the language of feeling.

It 1s the negative functlon of reason "to sIt In judgment"; of
the ImagInatIon "to feel."
In vIew of this relatlon of the feelings to the actIvlty

ot the Imagination, Kelvin Rader defines the latter as "s,nthetic reason, integratIng thought and feeling."38

Margaret Sher-

wood describes Imaginatlon as "imaglnative wIll," choosing a
term employed by Wordsworth in
34
Ibid. XIII., 204-205.
35 ~,
3 ~U~Q., XII, 60-61.
3~ !OIQ., XI, 144-145.
38 Il3I(I'., XI, 238-240.
Ri.'Qir, 138.
39 !icurslon, IV, 1128.

~

Exauraion. 39

41
cJ

wordsworth considers the feellngs or the senses significant of
reality, knowledge partakes, in his eyes, of a non-intellectual
,

as well as intellectual element, and, generally speaking, when
he speaks at the activity of the -mind- or "soul" or of the
-Imagination,- he ascribes this non-intellectual content to
them in parity wIth the intellectual element.

It then Words-

worth follows lCant and Jacobi in rejecting the claims of discursive reason, he also anticipates Schliermacher and the
moderns in making non-intelleotual or sense experIence a valid
element of knowledge.
About the place and emphasis of feeling in Wordsworth's
thought, more will be said when we come to consider Imagination
in relation to his mrstici.m.

We have now, however, to

develop the relation which Wordsworth considers to exist
between m1nd or Imagination and the external world ot nature.
The Imagination, according to
and an active role.

.ordsworth~

has a passive

In its passive or receptlve aspect, it

lays itself open "in wise passiveness" to the facts of the external world and the influence of nature.

The aotive role of

the Imagination cames into being when the mind, informed br
nature and "the language of the sense,- awakens to its own
creatlve power and with "research unbiass'd, unbewilder'd, and
unaw'dft reads from nature's book "intuitive truths, the deepest

42

that blessed mood
In which the burthen of the mystery,
In whioh the heavy and the weary weight
Of all this unintelligible world,
Is lightened:--that serene and blessed mood,
In which the affeotions gently lead us on,-Until, the breath of this oorporeal frame
And even the motion of our human blood
A~ost suspended, we are laid asleep
In body, and beoome a living soul:
While with an eye made quiet by the power

~; !::m~:i~ ~~: i~;ed:~Pt~~:!.iS

joy,

A tundamental notion with Wordsworth was' the aotive part
wbich nature takes in the eduoation ot the mind.

It was his

firmest conviction that nature and the loul are in vital rela,

tion.

The 1maginative faculty, indeed, he oa11s "an element

ot Nature's inner self."

Nature hal a spirit and life of her

own, even, as he said, a "moral life."

Here is a benign and

protective care over men, hers the power to mold and teach the
loul.

It is consequently the special duty of the soul to place

itself under the tutelage of nature, to be dooi1e to her
inspirations, so that the soul may oome to know its own grandeur and, at one wiht nature, "drink the visionary power" she
Would impart.
Therefore am I still
A lover of the .eadows and the woods,
And mountains; and of all that we behold
trom this green earth; of all the mighty world

-40 Tintern Abbey,

37-49.
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~

Of e~e, and ear,--both what tQey half create,
And wbat perceive; well pleased to recognize
In nature and the language ot the sense,
The anchor ot m~ purest thoughts, the nurSe,
The guide, the guardian of my heart and soul,
ot all my moral being. 4l
Thus in

~intern

Abbel Wordsworth atfirms his own dependence

upon nature, repeating the sentiment in

!a! Prelude:

Ye Mountains and Ye Lakes,
And sounding Cataraotsl Ye Mists and Winds
That dwell among the hills where I was born.
I~ in my youth, I have been pure in heart,
It, mingling wlth the world, I am content
With my own modest pleasures, and have llv'd,
Wlth God and Nature communing • • •
The gltt 18 yO~8. •• •
•
•
•
o Naturel Thou hast ted
My lotty speculations; and in thee,
Por this uneasy heart ot oura I fInd
A never-tailing princIple of joy,
And purest passlon. 42
To chosen souls, to those who encourage the contemplative and loving spirIt, nature will, then, reveal her most
intimate secrets and give a sense"proceeding trom the depth of
untaught things," by which

onel~"is

enabled to perceive some-

thing unseen betore"--under that domination which nature
ottentimes
Exerts upon the outward tace of things,
So moulds them, and endues, abstracts, combines,
Or by abrupt and unhab1tual influence
Doth make one object so impress itself
41
Ibid., 102-111.
42 JriIude, II, 437-486.
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Upon all others, and pervade them so
That even the grossest minds must see and hear
And cannot chuse but fee1.43
The power which nature thus thrusts forth upon the senses, so
Wordsworth affirms,
1s the express
Resemblance, in the fulness of its strength
Xade visible, a genuine Counterpart
And Brother of the glorious faculty
Which higher minds bear with them as their own. 44
Those who teel this power become ·creative souls" and
They trom their nat1ve selves can send abroad
Like transformations, for themselves create
A like existence, and, whene'er it is
Created for them, oatch it by instinct;
Them the enduring and the transient both
Serve to exalt; ttj? build ~ Featest things
From least sUgges ons, ever on the watch,
lIIrings to work and to be wrought upon,
They need not extraord1nary oalls
To rouse them, in a world ot lite they l1ve,
By sensible impressions not enthrall'd,
But quioken'd, rouz'd, and made thereby mort apt
To hold oommunion with the invisible world. 45
Ultimately, Wordsworth appears to identity this Power
with that oommon Lite whioh, as we shall develop later, he attr
butes to nature and to man.

This Lite would appear to be the

root principle ot the creative power ot the Imagination and at
the same time the source ot that almost moral and intellectual
aotivity ot nature which Wordsworth always insists upon.
43
44 Ibid., XIII, 76-84.
4 T6I'a., XI II, 86-90.
5 IOIQ., XIII, 93-105.
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the same time, this Life is apparently the term

or

~

the intui-

tive experience of the mind, revealing itself as immanent in
nature and in man and thus becoming the object of the transoendental or mystioal experienoe, or what. Wordsworth
desoribes as
.
.oommunion with the invisible world."
Suoh oommunion Wordsworth held not only possible, but
otten aohieved in his own experienoe.

It may be given only to

the ohosen tew--to "sensitive souls"--to have this transoendental experienoe.
tions under

wh~ob

Still, these it they but placed the oondiImagination and nature aot, might tind com-

meroe with the invisible realities of the spirit "a simple
\

produoe ot the oommon day.·

Suoh "god-like hours· are ours,

·suoh majestio sway we hav., as natural beings in the strength
ot Nature,· that souls attuned to nature may rise to suob a
pitoh at "reeling intelleot" as
to have sight
Of a new world, a world, too. • .fit
To be transmitted and made visible
To other eyes, as having for its base
That whence our dignity originates. 47
Suoh minds are trily from the Dei ty,
For they are Powers; and henoe the highest bliss
Tbat oan be known is theirs, the oonsoiousness
Of whom they are habitually infused
Through every image, and through every thought,
And all impressions; henoe religion, faith,
And endless oooupation for the soul. 48
I

47
48 Ibid., XII, 3'70-374.
!OI!., XIII, 106-112.

-

46

-Religion, faith, and endless occupation for the soul:"
ideas indicate that God is
dental experience.

s~~how

the

the object of the transcen-

The probable grounds, as will be developed

1n a subsequent chapter, are that God is none other than the
1mmanent and animating Life, or Soul, ot man and nature.
Man, then, may have sight nof a new world- in virtue ot
the transcendental activity ot the Imagination.

Yet, a special

asoeticism, Wordsworth warns, is necessary if man is to know
his power.

He must turn inward, disoover in the deptba of the

.oul the visionary principle.
Here thou must be, 0 Manl
Strength to thyself; no helper hast thou here;
Here keepeat thou thy individual state:
No other can divide with thee this work,
No secondary hand can intervene
To fashion this ability; 'tis thine,
The prime and vital princ~ple is thine
In the recesses of thy nature, far
From any reach of outward iellowship,
Else is not thine at all. 4
But man must not only attend to the power within; he
must likewise turn to nature.

Nature is primary in the first

Itirrings ot the Imagination.

It is her active influx, her

lelt-revelation, that call the nascent powers of the soul into
being.

Hence man must above all awaken to the "external World"

and render himself sensitive to the teaching impulses that come
therefrom.

-

Granting this sensitivity and inter-action ot mind

47

and nature, the transcendental or mystic process

devel~.

almost inevitably--what Wordsworth calls

.

the creation (by no lower name
Can it be called) which they with blended might
Accomplish. 50
The mystic process has, apparently, two stages.

In the

first, nature i8 active, the soul remaining quiescent, drinking in, so to speak, the revelations coming from without.

As

the soul's creative powers are being actIvated, the mind's
peroeptions develop and heIghten until the seoond stage of
experience is reached.

In thIs stage ·the innate drive of the

Imagination is predominant, and it is now that the soul attaIns
the visionary experience.

Concomitant wIth nature's self-

revelation, the minde mows and teels with mystic iDlDlediacy,
passing through to experience of a truly transcendental character, rising above the ordinary face ot things "to dwell in
highest heaven," breathing as Wordsworth says
.
in worlds
To whicn the heaven ot heavens i8 but a veil. 5l
In the foregoing matter we have the notIon that founds
the transcendental oonception Wordsworth held of the universe.
His is no oonservative view of the external world or of the
mind.

For him the universe "moves with light and lite informed,

50
.
51 Recluse, 822-824.
Ibid., 782-783.
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aotual, divine, and true."

The world is 1n most

vital relation with the soul ot man.

•
active and

Its power has a nature

similar to, 1s the express counterpart of, the human mind.
roring forth the vitality and joy

or

Mir-

nature tor,man'l 1nstruo-

tion, the un1verse at the same time elic1ts tram the mind the
creatIve energies latent in its very oonst1tution.

By this

creative energy man may know in intuitive fashion the sublime
truths

or

nature and the loul.

Kan's dependence on the exter-

nal world is no acc1dant, but rounded on the essential and vital
relation whioh exists between nature and the aot1vity of the
mind.

Nature's part is to teach and arouse the mind, man's to

be attentive to nature and to oatch the tmpulse otfered bi.
taculties.

Working together in Ban ennob11ng interchange,· man

and nature aohieve the release ot the transcendental taoulty-an event tor .ordsworth ot the most protound and vital signiricanoe.

Once aroused, the Imag1nation may attain to experienoe

ot the deepest and most oomprehensive nature.
There are degrees ot insight acoording as the,Imagination
acts with less or greater vigor.

More evldent truths are the

pervaslve lire and spirit of joy in external nature.

These lie,

as it. were, on the surtaoe ot reality, are immediately manirest
to the sensitlve spirit.

All nature is animated and maintains

a perpetual dialogue.with the soul.

All reality, too, is bound

1n a cOlllprehensi ve unitY', man with nature in "blended might"

.9
through nature with the Divine.
I felt the sentiment ot Being spread
O'er all that moves, and all that seemeth still,
O'er all, that, lost beyond the reaoh ot thought
And human knowledge, to the human eye
InviSible, yet liveth to the heart,
Oter all that leaps, and runs, and shouts, and sings,
Or beats the gladsome air, o'er all that glides
Beneath the wave, yea, in the wave itself
And mighty depth ot waters. Wonder not
If suoh my transports were; tor in all things now
I saw one life, and felt that it was joy,
One song they sang, and it was audible,
Most audible then when the fleshly ear,
Otereome by grosser prelude of that strain, 52
Forgot its funotions, and slept und1sturb t d.
But these external truths are but the prelude to other
experienoe.

Imagination haa 7et another sphere it may explor.,

In verity, an independent world
Oreated out ot pure Intelligence. 53
invisible world ot the spirit awaits the visitation of
the mind's transcendental powera.

In the depths of the soul

are mysteries not insorutable to the question mind.

Indeed,

the Deity is there, latent in man's deepest experience, part of
the vital -unity of all.-

This unity, when apprehended in the

full surge of the mindls oreative energy, places man in the
presenoe of God.
When strongly breathed upon

By this sensation, wheneesoe'er it oomes

-

Of union or cOJllDlun1on doth the soul
Rejoioe as in her highest joy:, for there,

.,

50

There chiefly, hath she feeling whence she is, 5&
And, pass1ng through all Nature rests with God.
The above material introduces the question of the nature
of Wordsworth's exper1ence ot God or the D1v1ne--a question to
b. treated in the following chapter under the specific aspect
of his mysticism.

In concluding the present chapter we may

note. that the ideas presented thus far have been intended as
preparatory to the treatment of Wordsworth's myst1cism, and
that they will be of considerable value in determining its
nature and ultimate validity.

The investigation of Words-

worth's concept of the Imagination, thus, discloses the essent1al11 intuit1ve and immediate charaoter of this faculty; that
it is a natural faculty--·such majest1c sway we have as natural
beings 1n the strength of Nature-; that its higher act1v1ty is
essentially transcendental and, sinoe rooted 1n fee11ng,
terist1cally non-intellectual; that its objects somehow include
the immediate exper1ence of the D1vine.

Th1s affirmation of

the 1mmediate or intuitive experience of the Deity verifies
Wordsworth's claim, in the first place, to str10tly mystical
experience.

Further, hi. assertion of the essentially natural

character of such experience

plac~es

him. at once 8l'Ilong the pro-

ponents of what may be called natural mysticl •• , in contrast
to true or 8upe.rnatural mysticism, as exper1enced by the Saint.
and defended by the Catholic OhurOh.

5t Ibid., VIII, 830-835.

-

CHAPTER III

WORDSWORTH'S MYSTICISM
Before considering the precise nature of the mystical
tendencies found in

~

Prelude, we need to define the varioUs

.enses in which the term mysticism is received and to point out
in what sense we shall apply it to Wordsworth's

tho~ght.

-'Broadly conSidered, mysticism implies a relation of the
mind to mystery and, in general, describes any torm ot knoWledg~
suggesting transcendental origins. l Hence, in this broad sen.e,
any more sensitive experience ot reality in its subtle and mysterious aspects, as ot the beauty or power ot'external nature,
might be termed 'mystic.'

More strictly, however, mysticism

implies a relation to God or the Divine and, specitically, has
to do with God as the special object of intuitive experience.
Intuitive experience in it8elf describes a form of iqmediate
knowledge.

As applied to God it is to be distinguished trom

the ordinary or analogical knowledge ot God derived fram reason.
1 By transcendental knowledge is meant tbattype ot knowledge
deriving not fram experience but from some other source, as
trom the constitution ot the mind or from a supra-personal.
agency communicating its message to the soul. Examples are
the infused knowledge ot the mystics properly so-called, the
categories of Kant, Emerson's 'Oversoul.' I mention the latter,ot course, merely to indicate the acceptation of the
term rather than to suggest theirvalid1ty.
51

52
~

!be mystic experience suggests a .easure of immediate vision,
that i8, God i8 directly present to the soul, and the soul
though obscurely, an immediate union with the Divinity
through contemplation and 10ve. 2 Our ordinary knowledge of God
at by the aid of reason assumes, on the other hand,
that we know God only in his effects. 3 Thus we conclude to Hia
exIstence as the sufficient reason tor the existenoe ot the
world and its conservation in be lng, and to His nature from
HiS existenoe as First Cause and Necessary Being.
form of knowledge is relatively
and negative.

~perfect,

The latter

since it is mediate

The mystically intuitive experience of God, on

the other hand, implies a much more pertect
postulates a form of direct,

tho~gh

know~edge,

since it

obscure, vision of God.

Thus, the mystical state supposes a very intimate approach to
the Divlne and an immediacy of knowledge beyond the cammon
experience of men.
It is Indubltab1e that

ce~tain

salnts of the Church have

enjoyed the genulne mystical experlence:St. Paul, st. Francis,
st. Ignatius of Loyola, and St. _argaret Mary, to name a tew.
In some form it has 11kewise been claimed by different transc
dental philosophies, as, for example, by Plato and Plotinus,
2 Cf. G. M. Sauvage, -Mystlclsm,·
X, 663-665.

!E!

Catholic Enclclopedla,

3 There is, of course, a further form of knowledge of God, that,
namely, wbich we enjoy through the supernatural gift ot faith
and revelation.
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and more recently by Boehme, Flchte, N~valls, and Schelllng.'
Moreover, the mystlcal tendency has oome to playa large part
in the present-day philosophy and theory
enoe.

or

religious experi-

Thus contemporary religious thought as reflected in

liberal Protestantism and non-scholastic philosophy, impatient11 disdaining the traditional approach through reason and
faith, tends to assert that God is somehow the object ot immediate experience. 5 For the faculty of thls experlence it proposes a form ot religlous sentlment or intultion essentially
non-intellectual in nature and, in general, reducible to some
form of Wtelt contact W with the Divine. At the same time,
modern religious experience flnds in the

postula~ed

immanent

presence of God In the vital processes of the world and In the
soul, the ultimate basis of its mystic Intultlon.

It ls the

latter form of experlence that is to be associated with Wordsworth's mysticlsm, and, slnoe In principle It disagrees sigI

nifioantly from the mysticism of the Cathollc Church, It will
be helpful here to desoribe briefly the points of differenoe.
Both as admitted by Catholio ascetical theology and as
asserted by the transcendental philosophies, the mystical
experience has a distinctly transcendental character, that Is,
it ls essentially a non-conceptual experience.
4

5

This follows

Cf. Sauvage, 665.
Fulton J. Sheen, God and Intellisence in Modern PhilosER!!l, Longmans, Greena:nd-ro., ,Lonaon';' 1930, 31.

ct.
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from the fact ot God's transoendence--absolute or relative-over man and nature.

Consequently, God, it known immediately,

1S known either by infused knowledge or, as modern religious
theory maintains, by a form ot sentiment. S In either case, the
Dl1stical experienoe is largely inettable and inooDlDlunicable-as witness the faltering ettorts of' the saints to convey their
experience and the vague
mystics.

descrip~ions

offered by the pseudo-

Given this agree.ent as to the transcendental charac-

ter of' the mystical state, the two theories are otherwise in
radical dlsagreement.

Thus, while Catholio mysticism asserts

the supernatural character of the experienoe, modern thought
insists on its wholly natural oharaoter; again, the tormer
appeals to a special gitt of' grace so-called to explain the
experience, while the latter

at~ir.ms

the positive ability ot

the natural powers of the mind to attain to the intuition ot
God; tinal1y, the Catholic theory insists upon the absolute
transoendenoe ot God, while the modern theory postulates the
immanent presence of' the Deity in nature and in man.

In this

last respect modern religious experience approaches a panthe.
istic view of' the relation of God, the world,' and man.

From

6 The modern experience ot God is otherwise desoribed as attained by "religious consoiousness" (W. James), or by
"instinct" (8. Alexander), or "intuition" (H. Bergson), the
"faith-state" (Sir Henry Jones), or by "hypothesis"
(H. Vaihinger). Cf. Sheen, 24-30. Each describes a nonlogical prooess and asserts an immediate experience of the
Divine.

.,
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such difterences the present writer, in line with Catholio
theology, distinguishes Catholic mysticism as supernatural or
genuine mysticism and modern mysticism as natural or pseudomYsticism.

Consequently, in IdentIfyIng Wordsworth's mysticism

.ith that ot modern religious experience and "transcendentalistphilosophy, the present treatment considers Wordsworth a
natural mystiC or a pseudo-mystic, and in this light interprets

-

the religious experience described in The Prelude.
At

t~s

point we must consider an objection against the

description ot Wordsworth as a pseudo-mystic.

Moat critics,

to be sure, accept the outline of Wordsworth's transcendental
tendencies which the present writer gave in the last chapter
and agree in substance with his conclusions relative to Wordsworth's mY's ti c iam.

However, one cri ti c, . James V. McCummiskeY',

has endeavored to interpret Wordsworth's mY'stical tendencies
as being essentially in keeping With the Christian and even
Oatholic viewpoint, concluding that "Wordsworth was never a
pantheist or a mY'stio, i.e., a naturalistic mystic.

The only

mysticism he ever experienced was • • • Every-day Mysticism."7
The "Every-daY' »ysticism" which Mr. McOummiskey alludes to corresponds to the broad or analogous use of mystiCism desoribed
above.

Wordsworth then, according to Mr. McCummiskey, i.

touched in the presence of nature, exhilarated by the beaut,. of
7

McCummiskey, 69.

..
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the external world, rendered devout in the contemplation et
God's works.

But this was nothing more than what any man might

experienoe in a sensitive mood of oammunion with nature, and
need not imply a naturalistic mysticism.

Wordsworth, the con-

tention i8, did not vie. God as immanent in nature, nor did
he cla1m any immediate contact with or intuition of God.
Rather, throughout the

~ole

of his poetry Wordsworth kept a

saving distinction between God and His works.

True, he rose

from the contemplation of God's works to their Creator, but by
a reflective act, and he never proposed other than an analogical knowledge of the Deity.

Thus, as Mr. McCummiskey inter-

prets it, Wordsworth's view of nature is sane and Christian,
and his mysticism quite compatible with orthodox theology.
Te the present writer, such a discount ot Wordsworth's
mysticism--at least as regards the 1805 version of

!!!

Prelude

--appears quite untenable, fIrst, because it disregards the
radical assumptions in Wordsworth's theory ot mind and aeoond17,
it presumes in Wordsworth a consistent religious faith in line
with the orthodox Anglicanism ot Words.orth's Rydal Mount days.
Against the latter view the evidence relative to the years
1792-1800 and even up to 1805 supports the proposition that
Wordsworth's religious beliefs then had little or no connection
with orthodox Christianity; rather, at this time Wordsworth had
cast loose trom Christianity and his ideas were quite divorced
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from the implications of orthodoxy, deriving £ram liberal philosophy and subjective experienoe rather than £ram the dogmatio
notions of his youth.
Thus, Wordsworth more or less made a complete break with
the past when, at the age o£ twenty-one, he espoused the revolutionary cause in France.

The ideas he then aocepted were in

the radical strain o£ the republicans and ot Rousseau, their
prime philosopher.

Doubtless this new radicalism affected his

religious belie£s as much as his politics.

Then in his conver-

sion to Godwinism, Wordsworth became, as Legouis remarks, "one
of Godwin's most fervent disciples. wa

But Godwin's first prin-

ciple was the denial o£ all political and religiOUS institutions in £avor ot enlightened reason and a freedam of the
individual untrammeled by traditional rules ot morallt7.

Con-

sequently, in following GodwIn Wordaworth,ver7 like17 progressed to some sort ot atheistic conViction, the impersonal
deism ot Rousseau presumably changing to Godwin's imperturbable
atheism or, at least, to a positive doubt in Christianity's
credentials.

In London, too, Wordsworth moved in the outer

circle o£ men like Burnett, Fawcett, Lloyd, Thewa1, and Poole
--all of liberal and atheistic conviotions, or very close to
atheIsm. 9

a

Legouls, 264.

9 ~., 372.

Koreov.r~

..
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in Wordsworth's reoovery «fter the Godwinian

period there appears no evidenoe of the influenoe of Christian
ideas nor any indication of his return to traditional Christianity.

Rather~,

his healing oame by a return to nature in

the imaginative spirit of his youth and by the
coleridge's

help~

with

of a transcendental philosophy which seemed

to support his nature-faith in truest fashion.
was striotly mystioal and; at
pantheistio.

discovery~

In its

spirit~

fir8t~

one may

This philosophy

probably was explicitly
pre8ume~

were composed

Tintern Abbey and with some modification the first draft of

-

The .-...;....;;...;;;;.,;..;;,;.;..;.
Prelude.
Other points likewise shed light on Wordsworth's early
religious convictions.

Wordsworth was "at

One is Coleridge's remark in 1796 that

least~

a semi-atheist."

Another is the

fact that Wordsworth attended no church until 1806.

-For want

of religion he never set toot in churoh.·lD As de Selincourt
say8~

it may be that Wordsworth would not then have regarded

himself as an opponent of Christianity.

Still~

his was proba-

b17 a negative attitude.
Certainly at this time Wordsworth's faith
was in no way tinged with dogmatic Christianity • • • Ohristianity had no special message for him • • • His philosophy, as far as
he waa a philosopher, .!!.!. his religion. He
10

-Ibid.,

372.

..
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never examined its logical implications, and
any analysis that seemed to disturb its integrity he would have set down to -that false
secondarr power by which we multiplr distinctions," appealing against it to the tribunal
of his own deepest experienoe. ll
Consequently, there seems little basis for making the
orthodoxy of the elder Wordsworth interpretative ot the younger
Wordsworth's mind, and by thus reading in foreign ideas waterlng down the scope and content of the mystical tendencies in
the early Prelude.

The author of the first version of 1'he

Prelude, it 8eems saf. to say, was at most the proponent ot
natural religion, and it i8 onlr natural religion that appears
in this poem.
In turning then to

~

Prelude the intention is to

examine the religious experience there described and to verify
in it Wordsworth's assertion ot mystioal or immediate experienoe ot the Divine.

At the outset, however, some distinction

should be made with regard to the objects of Wordsworth's
transoendental intuition, sinoe the transcendental faoulty as
Wordsworth proposes it describes 80me experience not direotly
related to the Deity.

An example would be his sense ot the

all-pervasive joy and vitality ot nature.

~oreover,

Wordsworth

conceives ot the Imagination as undergOing growth during the
years ot youth and earlr manhoed.
11

de Selinoourt,

~v.

Consequently, there are
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lower and hlgher stages of experlenoe oorrespondlng to the
development of thls faoulty.

In ohildhood the Imaglnation

,operates more or less unoonsclously, imparting a "vislonary
gleam" to childhood peroeptions.

Wi.th the emergenoe of self.

oonsoiousness in boyhood, the mind awakes to the aotive environment of nature and to its "first creative sensibl1ity."
The time of youth brings fanoy into play, reinforced at times
a deeper imaginative insight bordering on the mystical.

by

But

only in the stage of early manhood does Imagination achleve ita
full development.

Here its aotivity 1s characterized by the

experience of "intuitive truths, the deepest and the best,"
and it is perhaps only of this time that Wordsworth asserts the
mystical experienoe of God.
During the
which

!a!

firs~

twenty-seven years of Wordsworth's life

Prelude desoribes, the mystical tendency and revela-

tion are most apparent in the days of youth and early manhood,
fading, however, as the years passed.
~

Consequently, in writing

Prelude Wordsworth is looking back at experience no longer

in his capaoity to enjoy.

The early revelations were not with-

out fanoiful elements, as when'the youthful Wordsworth
ascribed a moral life
To every natural form, rock, fruit or flower,
Even the loose stones that cover the, hlghway.12
12

Prelude, III, 124-125.
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such fancy Wordsworth believed he had corrected in

hi8~aturity.

The substance of the revelations of his youth, however, Wordsoonsidered incontrovertibly authentio, as shadowing forth the
deeper meanings inherent in the life of nature and man.

In

-

The Prelude and other poems Wordsworth deemed his work to be
the transcription of such fragments of this revelation as he

had caught and, as he thought, understood.

Half-regretfull,.

the mature Wordsworth alludes to the transports of other days:
nature then
•

•

•

•

•

•

To me was all in all.--I cannot paint
What then I was. The sounding cataract
Haunted me like a passion: the tall rock,
The mountain, and the deep andgLoomy wood,
Their colours and their forms, were then to me
An appetite; a feeling and a love •
That time is past
And all its aching joys are now no more,
And all its dizzy raptures~13
Yet there was compensation:
Not for thia
Faint I, nor mourn nor murmur; other gifts
Have followed: for such loss, I would believe
Abundant recompense. 14
These gifts Wordsworth believed the fruit of a more intimate
understanding of nature and the mind.

The raptures of youth

and early manhood were gone, but in their place were a wisdom
and secure insight into the relations of things, attending
13
14 Tintern Abbez, 72-85.
:ibld., 85-8B.
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mature acquaintance with and interpretation of the rea11ty that
lay behind his early experience.
The mystical tendency in Wordsworth began and was oonsum
mated in intercourse with nature.

In its. beginnIngs, however,

the transcendental experience visited him only, as it were, in
passIng.

This was in the days of ohildhood .nd boyhood.

Wordsworth speaks of the first gentle visitations of
nature, when
Nature by extrinsic passion first
Peopled my mind with beauteous forms or grand,
And made me love them. ll
The impressions then reoeived implanted in him a sense of the
beauty and oalmand joy of nature.
I have felt,
Not seldom, even in that tempestuous time,
Those hall.wld and pure motions of the sense
Which seem, in their simplioity, to.own
An intellectual charm, that dalm delight
Which, if I err not, surely must belong
To those first born affinities that fit
Our new existence to existIng things,
And in our dawn of being, constitute
The bond of union betwixt lite and joy.16
Interpreting his early experience, Wordsworth disoerns even in
childhood the operation of transcendental factors and intimates
a mystic communion existing between the unconscious mind and
the Divine:

i: Ibid.,

Prelude, I, 572-574.
I, 576-585.

·'
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Wisdom and Spirit of the universel
Thou Soul that art the eternity of thoughtl
• • • not in vain
By day or star-light thus from my first dawn
or Childhood didst Thou intertwine tor me
The passions that build up our human Soul,
Not with the mean and vulgar works ot Man,
But with high ob j ects with enduring things.
With life and nature. 17

Sensitive to the moods of nature, the boy Wordsworth
caught a variety of meanings in the face ot the world he saw,
as when, among bis sports, he felt the spirit ot nature impressing
upon all forms the charaoters
ot danger or desire, and thus did make
The surtace of the universal earth
With t,riumph, and delight, and hope, and fear,
Work like a sea. 18
And at times there were severer interventions ot nature.
Recounting the episode of a stolen boat, Wordsworth alludes to
the tear that came over him as, alone and at night, he rowed
his borrowed skitf under the stars.

Shoving otf in the boat,

he had pulled some distanoe over the dark waters and was making
with exuberant strokes toward a bluft barely discernible on the
opposite shore,
When from behind that craggy Steep, till then
The bound of the horizon, a huge Clitt,
As it with voluntary power instinot,
Uprear'd its head. I struok,' and struck again,
And, growing still in stature, the huge Cliff
Rose up between me and the stars, and still,

i~ ~., I, 423-437.
~.,

I, 497-501.
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With aeasur'd motion, like a living thing, ~
Strode after me. With trembling hands I turn'd,
And through the silent water stole my way
Back to the Oavern ot the Willow tree.
There, in her mooring-place, I lett my Bark,
And, through the meadow s homeward went, with grave
And serious thoughts; and atter I had seen
That speotacle, for aanl dtYS,
brain
Work'd with a dim-an unde erain d sense
Of unlOiCiixlmodesoTOeln!; in my. £houghts
!nere was a aariness, ca 1 it solitude,
Or blank desertion, no familiar shapes
Of hourly objects, images of trees,
Of aea or sky, no oolours of green fields;
But huge and m1ghty Forms that do not live
Like living men mov'd slowll through the !~nd
By day and were the trouble of my dreams.

at

Indeed, a visionary gleam rested on Wordsworth's childhood and
boyhood peroeptions, hinting at nature's power in this early
hour to touch the creative faculty.
even then I felt
Gleams like the flashing of a shield; the earth
And oommon faoe of .ature apake to me
Rememberable things. • •
•

•

•

Albeit lifeless then, and doom'd to sleep
Until maturer seasons oall'd them forth
Impregnate and eleva£e the ~.!O

'0

A Oh1ld, I held unoonsciS~s intercourse
With the eternal Beauty. ~
Thus, Wordsworth views his ohi1dhood experience as profoundly
Significant, regarding themystio impulse as operative even at
this early time and foreshadowing the conscious intuition later
to develop.
19

2 Ibid., I, 405-420.
2~ IDra., I, 613-624.

~., I, 589-590.
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Not stinted was Wordsworth's early fellowship with natur
bUt constant in all seasons and especially in solitary places.
In November days,
When vapours, rolling down the valleys, made
A lonely seene more lonesome; among woods
At noon, and 'mid the calm of summer nights,
When, by the margin of the trembling Lake,
Beneath the gloomy hills I homeward went
In solitude, such intercourse was mine;
Trwa. mine among the fields both day and night,
And by the waters all the summer long. 22
In the transition
came over Wordsworth.

~rom

boyhood to adolescence a change

Hia communion with nature, more or less

unconscious in childhood, now became conscious; he experienced
a recognition of internal power coincident with his seeking
nature for her own sake.

The young Wordsworth awoke for the

first time to the visionary and creative powers of the mind.
I hasten on to tell
How Nature, intervenient till this time
And secondary, now at length was sought
For her own sake. 21
A plastic power
Abode with me, a forming hand. • •

•

•

•

An auxiliar light
Came from my mind whioh on the setting sun
Bestowrd new splendor, the melodious birds,
The gentle breezes, fountains that ran on,
Murmuring so sweBtly in themselves, obey'd
A like dominion. 4
22
2 Ibid., I, 443-451.

2; !DI!.,
IDIQ., II,
II,

205-208.
381-389.
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• • • that universal power
And fitness in the latent qualities
•

•

•

to me
Came strengthen'd with a superadded soul,
A virtue not its own. 25
This was the time of Wordsworth's first revelations.

Not the

deepest and the best were they, yet signifioant of truths
beyond the ken of ·oommon minds."

He tells now that "the

seasons • • • left a register of permanent relations·:
Hence life, and ohange, and beauty, solitude
More aotive, even, than 'best sooiety',
Sooiety made sweet as solitude
By silent inobtrusive sympathies,
And gentle agitations of the mind
From manifold distinotions, difference
Perceived in things, where !2 ~ common !l!,
No difference is. 21

-

-

Walking alone "in storm and tempest, orin star-light nights,"
he felt an elevation of spirit in the sounds about him, and he
argues:
Thence did I drink the viSionary power.
I deem not profitless these fleeting moods
Of shadowy exultation: not for this,
That they are kindred to our purer mind
And intellectual life; but that the soul,
Remembering how she felt, but wh~sne-relt
ttemember1I! not, ritiIiii an 0 bi'OUFe-sin~
Or Sossi~ iUDlimltl, to Which,
lIt growing faculties she doth aspire,
With faoulties still grOWing, feeling still
That whatsoever point they gain, they still
Have samething to pursue. 27
25 Ibid., II, 343-348.
26
2 T'6IQ., II, 313-321.
7 TDIa., II, 330-341.
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Indeed the use of the visionary faculty became habituar' wi th
wordsworth, so that he speaks of h1s
1nterminable bu11ding reartd
By observat1on of aff1nit1es
In objects where no brotherhood ex1sts
1!'0 common m1nds. 2lr
Now, in each of these passages Wordsworth's obv1ous
effort 1s to suggest the beg1nn1ngs of transcendental exper1ence.

He asserts a spec1al v1s10nary gift, and when he speaks

'of a ·super-added soul· with a ·v1rtue not its own,· he certainly 1mp11es the act1v1ty of transcendental faotors in the
growth and asp1ration of his facult1es.

We are prepared, con-

sequently, to ascr1be to transcendental sources the intuition
of nature's un1tary and all-pervasive Life which now took hold
upon his m1nd.
My seventeenth year was come
And, whether from th1s hab1t, rooted now
So deeply 1n mind, or from excess
Of the great soc1al pr1nc1ple of life,
Coercing all th1ngs 1nto sympathy,
To unorgan1c nature I transferrtd
My own enjoyments, or, the power of truth
Cam1ng 1n revelation, I converatd
W1th th1ngs that really are, I, at this t1~e
Saw bless1ngs spread around me 11ke a sea. 29
• • .1n all th1ngs now

1 .!!! .2!.! 11fe, and felttnat 1t was joy.ZO
Th1s passage we must keep 1n mind, for later experience. and
28

'

II, 402-405.
II,
405-414.
30~ ,
II, 429-430.
~.,
Ib1d"

2 9 !"6!Q.
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..tur e understanding lead Wardsworth to 1nterpret his present
obscure 1ntu1t1ons as an aotual oontact w1th the Deity

~mmanent

the l1fe of the world.
Wordsworth's seventeenth year brought a change of enviHis days at the grammar school of Hawkshead over, he
lett the mountain country of Westmoreland to matriculate at
cambridge Univers1ty.

The imaginative or visionary habit

Wordsworth carried with him.

Thus, the boy who had grown-up

among the hills and lakes in intimate and intense companionship
with nature, now came to live in the lowlands of East England.
Be exchanged the hardy simplicity of the country for the comparative luxury of college life.

Yet the first effect of Cam-

bridge was not to separate him trem his former self, but to
impel to new energy his ingrained habits of thought.

At Cam-

bridge Wordsworth's creative and transcendental tendencies persist and become stronger.

He realizes .all the more his inner

endowments.
Why should I grieve? I was a chosen Son.
F9r hither I had come with holy powers
And faculties, whether to work or feel:
To apprehend all passions and all moods
Which time, and place, and season do impress
Upon the visible . universe, and work
L1ke changes there by force of my own mind.
I was a F~eeman; 1n the purest sense
Was free, and to majest1c ends was strong.
! ~ ~ speak £! learning, moral truth,
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Or understanding; 'twas enougp for me
!O inow that I was otnerwlse enaow'tt:31
_____

---.-.

_ _

-.

";"';',0,.;..._ __

Wordsworth asserts h1s spec1al transcendental g1fts of
mind or soul.

More and more be 1s conv1nced of the profound

character of the m1nd and he senses the r1chness of h1s 1nward
resources.
tion.

He stands expectantly, as on the br1nk of revela-

He ponders wh1ther w111 the grow1ng power of Imag1nat1on

lead h1m, what mysteries w111 1t unfold.

Soon he formulates

the answer.
Let me dare to speak
A higher language, say that now I felt
The strength and consolation wh1ch were m1ne.
As 1f awakenfd, summon'd, rous'd, constra1n'd,
I look'd for un1versal th1ngs; perused
The oammon countenance of earth and heaven;
And, turn1ng the mind 1n upon itself,
Por'd, watch'd, expected, 11sten'd; spread my though~
And spread them w1th a wider creep1ng; felt
Incumbenc1e8 more awful, V1s1tini8
---~t the Uaholder-of the tranquil oul,
wn1on-un erneath-al~sslonllves-secure
A steadfast life. But peacel 1t 1. enough
To not1ce that I was ascend1ng now
To such community w1th h1ghest truth. 32
Coinc1dent w1th-h1s grow1ng 1nwardness, then, 1n these
f1rst months at Cambr1dge, Wordsworth passed, so he felt, to
the stage ot actual mystical experience, tor the "Upholder ot
the tranqu11 Soul· thus

deBcr~bed

as present to h1s 1nner

facult1es 1s none other than God. 33

More exp11c1tly,

31
32 Ibid., III, 82-93.
IOta., III, 106-120.
33 xn-ixaminat10n of the same context 1n the 1850 version
verit1es that Wordsworth here 1dent1ties the ·Upholder of-
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presence of God in the world and in man, in virtue of whlch God
is the animating principle of all reality.
A track pursuing'not untrod before,
From deep analogies by thought supplied,
Or consciousness not to be subdued,
To every natural form, rock, fruit, or flower,
Even the loose stones that cover the high-way,
I gave a moral life, I saw them feel,
Or link'd them to some feeling.: !!!! griit !!!.!!
Lay bedded in a qUiOkenint soul, and a
That I behela respIred wI h Inward meaning.
Thus much for the one Presence, and the Life
or the-greirwE:OIe73'5
-As will be developed in the following ohapter, the Done
Presence D is that of the indwelling Divinity, and the -Life of
the great whole D is to be identified with ene divine Life or
Soul immanent in and animating the world.

Thus, for

Wordswort~

God, the world, and man live with one life; have, as it were,
one presence in virtue of the single vital prinoiple that animates all.

At the heart of reality is the mighty unity of all

things, their common divinity.
The realization in its full import of this revelation
compels from Wordsworth an awestruck tribute to the human mind:

o Heaven! how awful is the might of Souls,
And what they do within themselves, while yet
The yoke of earth is n~w to them, the world
Nothing but a wild field where they were sown.
This is, in truth, heroic argument,
And genuine prowess; which I wish'd to touoh
With hand however weak.37
36 Ibid. III, 121-131.
37
~ ,
Iu~~., III, 178-184.

-
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There's not a man
That lives who hath not had hIs godlIke hours,
And knows not what majestio sway we have
!! na tural beiiiiS~ the streythofIiiiture. 38
time, then, it cannot be questioned that Wordsworth
explicitly asserted a strictly mystical experience, that he
claimed to enjoy some kind of Intuitive contact with the Divine
ThiS experience is the basis of his abiding conviction throughout life of the immanence of God in the world and in man.

The

to maintain immediate contact with the indwelling Deity
fade and vanish as years went by.

Yet the faith in the

divine principle animating the uJdvers. remained a constant
in the days of Wordsworth's so-called orthodoxy.
After these high revelations, 80 Wordsworth tells us,
first year at Cambridge saw a diminution of his visionary
Always strongest in solitude, the imaginative habit
had asserted itself at Cambridge while yet he was a lonely
stranger in new surroundings.

Soon the impact of friends and

a busy college life took Wordsworth out of his austere habits
of solitary contemplation.

His sight a was dazzled by the

novel show."

-

• • • thereafter came
Observance less devout. I had made a change
In climate; and my nature's outward coat
Ohanged also, slowly and insenSibly.
To the deep quiet and majestic thoughts

-

38 Ibid., III, 191-194.
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Of loneliness succeeded empty noise
And superficial pastimes. 39
happened that he passed
From the remembrance of better things
And slipp'd into the week-day works of youth. 40
wordsworth's imaginative power', however, though largely do:rmant
in college atmosphere, reasserted itself in time of summer
vacations when restraints of college residence were removed.
first session at Cambridge he returned to his'native
There, resuming his lonely wanderings, he experienced
the resurgence of the inner faoulties and knew again in the
of nature his old transports of feeling.
When tirst I made
Once more the oirouit of our little Lake
If ever happiness hath lodgtd with man,
That day oonsummate happiness was mine,
Wide-spreading, steady, calm, contemplative.
The sun was set.~or,setting, when I lett
Our cottage door, and even soon brought on
A sobel' hour, not winning or serene,
For cold and raw the air was, and untun'd:
But, as a face we love is sweetest then
When sorrow damps it, or, whatever look
It chance to wear is sweetest if the heart
Have fulness in itaelf, even so with me
It fared that evening. Gently did ~ soul
Put off her veil, and, seit-transmutid:-stood
liiea a! In thepr'iiince .!! h!.!: God.4tD

As always, that evening's experience was not so much of the
intelleot as of the heart.

.0•391 ICIa.,
Ibid.,

III, 206-213 •
III, 2~3-244.
~., IV, 132-142.

r
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Litt1e did I remember, and even this
Stl1l pleas'd me more; but I had hopes and peace
And awellinfs of the spIFrt; was rapt ana-soothed,
t!onvers 'a w thpromisea, hid ~l1mmering views
How Life j?ervades the und'iCiiy ~ mina,
Row tli8'immortal Soul wIth G()(1:ilC'ePower
Informs, creates, and thaws the deepest sleep
That time ca~ lay upon her. 42
Yet even now the light and ·visionary splendour- came
but titfully.

Taken up with distractions of vacation time,

with °feast, and dance, and public revelry, and sports and
games,· the young Wordsworth drew away from his holy tellowship
with nature.

In consequence, a dimness and lack of sensitivity

came over his spirit.
Hush'd meanwhile !!! ~ undersoul. 43
Something there was about me that perplex'd
The authentic sight of reason, press'd too closely
On that religious dignity of mind,
That 1s the very faculty of truth.44
This falling oft fram his former selt lasted until Wordsworth'.
last year at Cambridge.

In that year, as he says, -the bonds

of indolent and vague society relaxing in their hold,· the
poet's soul returned to him.
The Poet's soul was with me at that time,
Sweet meditations, the still overflow
ot happiness and truth. A thousand hopes
Were mine, a thousand tender dreams. 45
42
43 Ibid., IV, 159-158.
TOIa., III, 540. Compare Emerson's 'over-soul' and the
!ranscendentalism of the New England school.
44 Ibid., IV, 295-298.
4 ~.,
5VI, 66-58.
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-morning Sladness· was with him, his inner knowledge
was ott in depth
delicacy like another mind
Sequester1d from my outward taste in books. 46

And

fhis recovered spirit Wordsworth took with him the following
summer when with Robert Jones, a close triend, he set out on a
walking tour through France and the Alps.
Orossing France, the two pilgrims arrived in Switzerland.

Here their way lay through the austere splendors of

mountain country.

Mont Blano they saw and the ·wondrous Vale

ot Chamouny·; betore their widening eyes icy cataracts plunged
in the narrow course ot the valleys, and ripening wheat grew
in peace on the precarious hillsides.
and brightness, ot summer gladness.

It was a time ot flower
The grandeur of all he

saw touched Wordsworth's soul to the quick.

Yet underneath he

sutfered some disquiet.
Yet still in me; mingling with these delights
Was something ot stern mood, an under-thirst
Q! vigour, never utterly asleep.41
His mood, apparently, was a harbinger ot what was to transpire.
In their journey Wordsworth and his triend turned south towards
Italy.

In a high and solitary mountain pass they lost their

way, then were direoted aright by a peasant who indioated their
path thenceforward. lay downward.
46
4 IbId., VI, 114-116.
'7 I'DId., VI, 488-490.

The thought that they had

.
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crossed the Alps struck a spring or inner consciousness in
wordsworth with such force that his spirit was rapt out of
itself:
ImaginationZ lifting up itself
Betore the eye and progress of my Song
Like an unfather'd vapour; here that Power,
In all the might of its endOimin~came
IthWii'rtDii; I was-roS:C-as in a cloud;-Halted, iIthout a struggle to break through.
And now recovering, to m1 Soul I say
I recognize thy glory; in such strength
Of usurpation, in such visitings
Of awful promise, when the light of sense
Goes out in flashea-tna~ave shewn £0 us
~invrsiDle world, doth-nFeatness make-abode,
~re harbours whether we be young or old.
Our destiny, our nature, and our home
Is with infinitude, and only thereZ 48
Among all the transports he had, this would seem the
experience most pregnant of meaning to Wordsworth.

It suggests

the ecstasy of the mystical state, the sublime interiority of
ecstatis vision.

His spirit is vaulted into the invisible

world, and there.he le's. • • ?

We must conjecture that Words-

worth is convinced his soul here had in some real sense probed
the ultimate mystery of

realit~had

been in the very presence

of Divinity.49
48 Ibid., VI, 525-539.

49 ~relation of thl.- experience to God is substantiated in
a long letter he wr,ote to his ."-ster Dorothy in Sellpeaber,
1790: "I had not a thought of man, or a single created
being :my whole soul was turned to Him who produoed the
terrible majesty before me." (Quoted by E. Batho, 254.)
Compare the orthodox tone of the letter with the mystioism
of the passage above.
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The rest ot tbe day as young Wordsworth

trudg8d~nward

towards Italy, he fairly reeled under the impact of what be had
experienced.

All he saw took on tne prospect ot the vision.

The heights, winds, and rocks, the torrents and the black crags
towering at his side seemed to lose their individuality and
whirled in his mind in a mystic impression ot oneness.
The untettertd olouds, and region ot the Heavens,
Tumult and peace, the darkness and the light
Were all like workilts of one mind, the teature.
or-ihe a aiiie'"?a oe , hissoms uPin one tree,
miaract~ortn8 great Apooa 1'pse, The types and symbols ot Eternity,
Of first and laat, and midst, ,and without end. 50
Where betore, Wordsworth gl;mpsed .the -unity ot all- and -the
Lite ot the great whole w fram an impression of external nature,
noW he seems to sense the truth interioril1', in a purely immanent experience of soul.
that he alludes to?

What then is the glory ot the soul

It would seem to be a truth felt now tor

the first time, namely, the pre-eminent activity ot the divine

---

Lite in the soul. 5 1

This divine Lite is now revealed as the

50 Ibid., VI, 566-572.

51 nr:-Raderts interpretation ot the passage ot the 1850 text

which parallels the quotation on page 76. The later text
reads:
Imagination--here the Power so oalled
Through sad incompetenoe of human speeoh,
That awful Power arose from the mindts ablss
Like an untathertd vapour-thar-enwraps,
At once, some lonely traveller. Etc. fYI, 592-596)
More or less corroborating the above interpretation, Rader
says, -I believe we will not read this passage aright unless ..e interpret the 'mind's abyss' as the center ot being,
where!! !!! !! contact ~ Q!!. ThIi power, ar1sTng from
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root principle ot the imaginat1ve act, the very base of the
soul's d1gnity and grandeur-That whence our dignity originates. 52
ThuS Wordsworth's mystical tendencies, Which began with the
intu1tion of omni-present life and joy in external nature culminate now 1n a prinoiple of 1nteriority:

God immanent 1n the

soul; the soul liv1ng by, partio1pat1ng in, the div1ne Life.

---

In the latter oourse or The Prelude (1805) Wordsworth
--~~-

never withdrew from the radical truth here enunt1ated.

Faith

in the verity ot man's godhead and joy from the recollection

ot his one-time rapt exper1ences ot the Divinity indwel11ng in
nature and the soul are a oonstant in the further history of
the development ot his mind.
There are no higher mystical experiences to be related
in a study ot Wordsworth's subsequent mental growth.

Indeed,

mystical raptures as such seem to terminate for good at about
this time.

However, the later Wordsworth came to view the

stage of h1s mind at this time as somewhat unsatisfactory.
PosseSSing these transcendental truths, some completion was yet
owing to the soul, for the divine knowledge was but inseourely
held; the contemplative spirit came and went, subjeot to the
its 'blind cavern,' works in and thro~h sensation, thus
52 informing sense by the 1mmortal mind.- (Presiding Idea8,~)
Prelude, XII, 374.

distractions and infidelities of youth.

.'

Moreover, there were

.xaggerations, so Wordsworth later felt, in the picture of the
.orld and of the soul which his mind then. proposed to him.

The

.ind at times mistook the arbitrary and superflcial judgments

--

ot its ele for the profounder judgments of the heart or true

creative faculty.

An example of this

erra~t

tendency was lts

attributing a moral. llfe to stones and flowers.

Llkewise, the

mind erred in conceiving the
Deity as impersonal and by deny,
1ng ln a sense lts transcendency in favor of the pre-emlnent 11f

ot nature and the soul.

There was, consequently, a final stage

ot inSight to be achieved, when all errors were moderated and
the soul in perfect balance would contemplate the divine
reality in exquisite oneness

~th

truth.

Such a stage Wordsworth believed he attaine4 ln his
maturity after the period of apostasy from wancient faith,·
when strictly his mystic experience was a th1ng of the past. It
was a stable state of mind oharao'er1zed by the possession of
-the gran4 and simple Reason,· and the basis of the ultimate
views on man, nature, and God which Wordsworth indioted in the
ooncluding books of

!e!

Prelude.

In Books XI-XIII Wordsworth relates how he recovered
the youthful imaginative and mystic spirit which wfalse thought
and false philosophyW had brought for a time into total eclipse.

..
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These books likewise record that lasting faith in nature and
those tinal convictions whioh inform all Wordsworth'. poetry
between 1797 and 1805.
Atter hi. period ot republioan ardor and his pursuit ot
abstraot thought, the mature Wordsworth, so we find,
serts the nature-taith of his youth.

Natur~

sion, still has her power to oonseorate.

reas-

is still a pas-

Further, Wordsworth

reaffirms his oonviction of the transoendental power afthe
mind that
teeds upon infinity,
That is exalted ~ !!! underpresence,
The sense ot God, or wflatsoeteris dim
~vas£ In-rts-iwu being. 53
He terms the world -divine and true,-hearkens to a higher
love that -prooeeds from the brooding SOUl, and is divine,and finds the progress ot Imagination but leads again to the
truth so intimately known before-The feeling ot lite endles., the great thought
By whioh we live, Infinity and God. 54
Man, inwardly oontemplated, atill possesses the divine Lite,
Aa ot all visible natures orown; and tirst
In oapability of feeling what
Was to be felt; in being rapt away
By the divine effect ot PWwer and love,
As, more than anything we know instinct
With Godhead.55

-----

53
54
Ibid., XIII, 69-73.
tern., XIII, 188-189.
55 tDr!., VIII, 631-639.

-
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The sublime and mystio unity of,all things remains the objeot
of hi s fai the
When strongly breath'd upon
By this sensation. • •
Of union or communion doth the soul
Rejoice as in her highest joy, for there,
There ohiefly, hath she feeling whence she is 56
And, passing through all Nature rests with God.
True it is, the old transports are no more.

In his

maturity Wordsworth must be content to live by faith, sustained
by

memories of the past.
The days gone by
Come back upon me from the dawn almost
or life: the hiding places ot my power
Seem open: I approaoh, and then they olose;
I see !z glimpses now; when age comes on
lay-ioaroely see a~ll, and I would give,
While yet we may, as far as words can give,
A substance and a !rre-io whit I teeI.
I would enshrine the spirit of the past
For future restoration. 57

Yet Wordsworth's faith in the mystic past i8 most firm.

His

is the absolute conviction that he had once immediate experience of the divine principle animating the world and the soul.
nTbe passionate intuition of God present in the universe and
in the mind of man remained to the end of his life the living
centre of his creed. n58
In the history just related, we see the various notes
56
5 Ibid., VIII, 830-835.
7 !EI!., XI, 334-343.
58 ~elinoourt, xxxiv.

of natural mystioiam verified.
oonception of the mind.

.,.
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Wordsworth, first, haa a mighty

This faculty when aroused haa, he con-

siders, an innate and wawful power- for truth.

Ita vitality

springs ultimately from the possession, deep-flowing in the
soul, of the divine Life.

Hence Wordsworth's impassioned tri-

bute:
Ohl mystery of Man, from what depths
Proceed thy honours,59
In virtue of its transcendental power the soul may enter into
"the invisible world- and commune -with highest truth.-

It

aees with vision ineffable.

8010 I

to my
I reoognize thy glory •.

say

Inquiring into the matter of this -highest truth- of
which Wordsworth olaims the vision, .e find it partly identified
with the endowments of external. nature.

Her vitality, joy,

beauty, and unity are constantly manitest to Wordsworth.

Partly,

however, the vision involve. the imaediate intuition ot the
divine Life immanent in the vital processes of the world and in
the soul.

The immanent nature of Wordsworth!s Deity we shall

consider in the next chapter.

For the present we simply indi-

cate the immediate or mystiocbaracter of Wordsworth's experience.

This immediacy is implicit in the assumptions behind

59 Prelude, XI, 329-330.
60 Ibid., VI, 531-532.

-
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Wordsworth's theor7 of mind.

•

Thus, he bars the way to reason

in searching the deeper aspects of reality.

Imagination being

the faculty of essential truth and intuitive in its operations,
knowledge of God, arrived at by Imagination, is necessarily
experiential and intuitive.

Granted that the experience is con-

summated in an ecstasy of feeling, it is essentially mystical
in its basis:
present, and

the Immanent Dlvinlty is contacted, felt as
immediat~ly

known by the soul.

Wordsworth's experlence of God, consequently, is mystical.

Again, it is ecstatis, for it occurs ·when the light

of the sense goes out."
highly obscure.
reach of wQrds."

~he

Finally, the state of the soul is

dlvine knowledge 11es "far hidden from the

Wordsworth's obscurity follows from the fact

that his experience is mainly, .if not exclusively, one of teeling.

There is scarcely any intellectual formulation anywhere

of the vision he had.

He senses the one Life, gropes at

"presences,· undergoes ·shadow¥ exultations," has "glimmerlngs
of the spirit."

But these, being organic experiellces, are

necessarily personal and incommunicable.
in the main
It lles far hldden from the reach of words.
Points have we all of us within our souls,
Where all stand single; this I teel, and make
Breathings for incommunicable powers. 6l
61 ~., III, 184-188.
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the highest realm of experience thought recedes, and feeling
or passion--Dhighest reason in a soul sublimeft--becomes paramount.

Yet feeling is a power for truth.

In Wordsworth, then, as in the philosophy of his day and
since, we have a new way of knowing proposed to us. 62 God is
disengaged
the heart.

fram~a

Dfelt contact,D is known by sympathy or by

Knowledge ot the divine is ultimately a non-

evidential experience; hence, 1s rather a faith than a knowing.
The intellect follows in the lead of the affective state, the
affections being primitive in religious experience and the
cause ot the intellectual state.

Consequently, any intellectual

formulation of the data of senae 18 entirely seeondary and
accidental in the development of our knowledge of God.
not known, He is experienced.

God is

His existence is not argued to;

it is simply asserted on the basis of an immediate and spontaneous contact with the divine L1fe indwelling in the world.
Thus, Wordsworth's mysticism, like that of recent philosophy and modern religious experienoe, ultimately appeals to the
immanenoe of God in the world.

The basic philosophy ot The

Prelude is, indeed, a close parallel of the transoendentalism
found in so many nineteenth-century writers, partioularly the
New England group.
62

Cf. Sheen, !E.

~.,

DThe Modern Idea of God,D 182-217.

.,
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manner of Emerson's 'over-soul,' Wordsworth identif1es God
with the soul of the world, he 8imilar11 postulates the tmmanence of God in the world.

That Word8worth does propose an

immanent Deity, 1s, however, the subject or the follow1ng chapter.

r

I

CHAPTER IV

-

'1'HE DOCTRINE OF DIVINE IMllA.NENCE IN THE PRELUDE

In the preced1ng chapter i 1t has been suggested that the
trend ot Wordsworth's ph1losophy 18 toward a De1ty 1mmanent 1n
the world and 1n the soul.

Here 1t 1s proposed to deal w1th

th1s aspect ot Wordsworth's thought 1n some deta1l, both to
ver1ty the fact and to suggest the ph1losoph1cal basis ot
d1v1ne 1mmanence as Wordsworth proposes 1t.

In putt1ng forth

an 1mmanental v1ew of the relat10n ot God with the world
Wordsworth jo1ns a long trad1t1on of thought reaching trom the
anc1ent philosophy ot the stoics and Plotinus to the modern
systems ot Sp1noza and Hegel, and the thought of many ot our
oontemporaries, for example, Crooe and Bergson.

Without inquiz-

1ng more than cursorily 1nto the various immanental systems,
it may be suggested, prior to oonsidering Wordworth's dootrine
itself, what points ot oontaot he has with these systems.
Theconoept of divine immanenoe in itself denies the
essential transcendence ot God in favor ot His 1ndwelling
presence in the universe and in the heart ot man.

The immanent

presence of God has been variously.conceived by philosophers.
In general, God--absolute Sp1rit or L1te--1s made either to be
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the rorm ot the world (anima Mundi) or l in a strictly monist
.

oonoeption l
o

!h!

whole

~

realitll producing all things (phenom-

ena) either by an emanative process or by the immanent moditioation and evolution ot the one Divine substance.

For the

stoicsl God is the immanent reaSODI the soul or the wor1d l oommunicating everywhere activity and 1ite. l For Plotinu8 1 God
is the One whence derive by successive emanations Intelligence l
the World-Soul l and matter.

For Bruno and Spinoza the Deity

--

is nature (Deus sive llatura)1 and the phenomena ot the world
are manitestations ot the one substance which works in nature
and animates it.

For Hegel the Deity is the

~I

and the

world the product ot the internal evolution ot the Divine
thought. 2

FinallYI tor Bergson l the one great reality is

Energy or Spirit or Lite l constantly in tlux and continually
creating and renewing the world through the dynamic toroes ot
the

~

vital. It should be evident that the notien ot the

divine i.-anence is in principle pantheistic I aince the Divine
substance (ideal or real) is believed either to be the world
or to be univocally communicated to the world.
The ideas ot Hegel and the notion ot an evolving Deity
advanoed in the last century w.re l ot course l atterWordsworth's
1
2

ct.
ct.

C. A. DubraYI ~ Catholic Encycloped1a l -Natura1ism l "

XI 713-715.

E. A. Pace l The Catholic Encyclopedia l "Pantheiam l "

XII 44'7-450.

time. 3

..
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Wordsworth, however, had contacts with the earlier

immanental

s~stems

through both his reading of the English Neo-

Platonists and his friendship with that delver in many philosophies, Coleridge.

The catalogue of the Rydal Mount library as

sold at auction atter Wordsworth's death would seem to establish to an extent the sources ot Wordsworth's thought.

The

volumes in the Platonic tradition include Paracelsus, Jacob
Boehme, Edward Taylor's exposition of Boehme's

~heosophy,

Richard Cudworth, Thomas Taylor's annotated editions of the
Cratzlu8, Phaedo, Parmenides, and Timaeus, and related books. 4

3 Wordsworth similarly antedates for the most part modern
religious theories deriving from nineteenth-centur~ Agnosticism and Positivism. These theories, condemned by Pius X
in his encyclical on 'Modernism,' propose a doctrine of
'vital immanence' based, not on metaphysical conceptions of
God or formulated philosophy, but Rurelz on internal experience. Fram the psychological analysis of-oonsclousness GOd
~evealed as indwell~in man as a living presence and
manifesting Himself in man's aspirations and needs. Beyond
the fact of this felt presence and manifestation God
remains, however, largely a subjective or symbolic value,
since He is whatever the practical and pragmatic needs of
man make Him. It more than a symbol, God is either the
UnknOWable, or He enjoys some vague denomination such as
the 'larger selt from which saving experiences come.'
Cf. E. Thamir~, Oath. Encycl., -Immanence,- XII, 682-687;
also A. Ver.meersCO;-Oath. Encycl., "Modernism,- X, 415-421;
also Sheen, 173-179.
4 Cf. Beach, oonce,t of Nature ••• , -Notes on Wordsworth's
Reading,- 569-S7 ; iIso Rader, 199-200.

..
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There is no way of }Dowing whether Wordsworth possessed the books
1n this list at the time ot writing Tintern Abbey and

~

Prelude

However, the oatalogue gives a general notion of the matter that
interested Wordsworth over a long oourse of time.

Wordsworth,

consequently, may have had the authority ot the Timaeus and the
Platonists tor his notion ot a soul (or something) deepl,. interfused through the whole of nature, and his idea ot a plastiC
nature, a spirit of nature, or soul ot the world, as distinot
from God, may have oame from his reading of Cudworth.

The doo-

trine, too, of Shaftsbury and Boehme ot the divine soul diffused
through the souls of men may have influenoed Wordsworth.

The

fact that his thought reflects in preoise details the oonoeptions
of English Platonists like Cudworth, Henry More, Taylor, Vaughn,
and Berkeley pOints at least to their indireot influenoe on the
shaping of his system. 5
But a great
Coleridge.

~d

direct influence on Wordsworth was

Coleridge's influenoe came when the young Wordsworth

had just recovered trom the moral crisis following his adventures in the realm of abstract thought.

Through Coleridge Words-

worth came in contact with the many currents of thought in the
air at the time:

English Neo-Platonism, the transcendentalism

ot Kant and the German school, the psycho1ogism ot Hume and
Hartley, the naturism of Spinoza and Boehme.

Coleridge was at

5 Cf. Beach, Concept of Nature •• , -The Ketaphysica1 Concept of
Nature,- 59-ib4.
--
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one time or another enthusiastically interested in all these
systems, and it may be presumed that, especially in the years
1795-1807, Wordsworth took over many ideas from Coleridge and,
consciously or not, expressed them in his own thought.
Granting the influence of Coleridge on the formation ot
Wordsworth's mind, it is interesting to note what was Coleridge's conception of nature and the Deity.

-

In The Aeolian

---...;;..;;;~-

Harp appears much the same notion ot "the unity ot all" reiterated in !he Prelude and ascribed by Wordsworth himself to
Coleridge in the line "To thee • • • the unity of all hath been
revealed. "6
01 the one lite within us and abroad,
Which meets all motion and becomes its soul,
A light in sound, a sound-like power in light,
Rbythm in all thought, and joyance everywhere. 7

Further along in the poem Coleridge attempts to state again
his feeling ot the unity of nature.
And what It all of animated nature
Be but organic harps diversely framed,
That tremble into thought, as o'er them sweeps
Plastic and vast, one intellectual breeze~
At
once
the
of -each, -and .........
God ot al1?d
---Soul
_ .......
This suggestlon Co1erldge lmmediately dropped as b.elng too

_--

close to pantheism.

Yet, at the same time Co1erldge was a

fervent admirer of Splnoza and, as Legouls points out, "spoke
6 Prelude, II, 225-226.

7 'he Aeolian

8

tbld., 11.

:alB'•

4 -

11. 26-29.
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enthuslastlcall~ of Spinozats formulas ooncerning God-Nature. a9

In

~ Destin~ ~

Nations (1796) he alludes to the

All-consoious Presenoe of the unirarsel
Naturets vast ever-acting Energyl
Interpreting this idea is a passage fram another poem#
Religious

Musi~s

(1794-1796), in which Coleridge calls God

-Him Naturets essenoe, mind, and energy.w 11
may not be Spinoza's

~

!!!!

This oonception

Natura in all details, but tun-

damental1y it is a Spinozist identification of God and nature,
since God is -Nature's essence,n and nature is animated by the
life and energy of the Deity.

seeing Coleridge's great influ-

ence on Wordsworth--we have Wordsworth's word that they were
"Twins almost in genius and in mindn--these views in Coleridge
are at least extrinsic evidenoe for the presence of Sp1noza's
naturism 1n Wordsworth.
In all probability Coleridge's sympathy for transoendenta11sm likewise affected Wordsworth's thought in the direction of divine 1mmanence.

Transcendenta1ism--the doctrine that

some ideas do not derive from experience but trom the constitution of the mind or from a supra-personal agency communicating its message to consciousness--has always been a springboard for the doctrine of an immanent De1ty.
9 Legouis, 326.
10 Destin~ of Nations, 11. 460-461.
11 Relig10ulIMus1ngs, 1. 49.

Granting that

r
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God is present to the soul. some kind of innate knowledte seems
necessary if the mind is to contact the indwelling God.
the immanental systems appeal to

transaend~ntal

Hence,

experience, to

the intuition of God, as a kind of coefficient to their doctrine.

This tendency in the direotion of transcendental experi-

enoe, marked in Platonism and the mysticism of the Neo-Platonic
became well-nigh a dogma by the end of the eighteenth-century
as a result of the Kantian critioism of the speculative intelligence and Hume's phenomenalism.

With liberal Protestantism

on the one hand denying revelation and the supernatural basis
of religion, and philosophy on the other hand attacking the
extra-mental reference of mind, or, at least, the validity of
reason, religion lost all extrinsic foundation.

As a result,

philosophers of the time were inclined to fall back on purely
immanent experience for the basis of the religious impulse.
Coleridge, very muoh in touch with the philosophy of his day,
seems to have shared this view and, we may infer, passed it en
to Wordsworth.
In Religious Musings, for example, Coleridge represents
himself as perceiving the present Deity, not by a discursive
prooess, but by mystical and immediate apprehension.

In March,

1801, he wri'tes that "all truth is a species of revelation."
In the Biographi. Literaria he further states:
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We learn all things indeed by oocasion of
experience; but the very facts so fearnt
force us inward on the antecedents, that
must be pre-supposed in order to render
experience itself possible.1 2
Applying this Kantian idea to the interpretation of religious
experience, we have the assertion that knowledge of God is
wholly immanent in origin.

If the influence of Coleridge was

as great as it seams to have been, there is some probability
that Wordsworth held Similarly for the transcendental nature of
the experience of God.

Certainly, Wordsworth's preference was

for an immediate and intuitive contact with the Deity, and his
emphasis on the primacy of teeling in the experienoe ot the
Divine points in the direotion of immanence as held by Coleridge.
Apart trom such probable influences, Wordsworth seems
also to have been aftected by the reaction setting in at his
time to the deistic notion of God fathered by the exaggerated
rationalism of the eighteenth-oentury--a reaction which, as
Monsignor Sheen notes, has largely atfected the trend of modern
thought toward divine immanence.

Revolting against the deist

oonception of God's exaggerated transcendence--"God made the
world and then lett it to its own devicesw.-modern philosophy
has Simply denied transcendenoe, as such, in favor of God as
the immanent cause of the universe.
12

In this it follows

8pinoza~

Biographia Lit.rui., 11. Ml.Dent and Sons, London, I, 94.

..
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dictum, -God is the immanent and not the transient cause of
all things."

In a letter written as late as 1814 we discern

Wordsworth's sympathies for the latter view.

In it he con-

cedes that Dhe does not indeed consider the Supreme Being as
bearing the same relation to the universe as a watch-maker
bears to a watoh,- and he inveighs against 8the perpetual talking about making by

GO~,D

holding that "nothing i. so injuri-

ous" to the cauae of religion as suoh reference to God as transient cause of things. 13 Now, if God is not the transient
cause of the world, He is the immanent cause of it.

One is

lett to infer thattWordsworth's God is akin to the pantheistic
Nature-God ot Spinoza, even though 1n this 's. .e letter Wordsworth exp11c1tl7 denies such an interpretation ot hi. thought.
With these probable souroes and indicated tendencies ot

-----

Wordsworth's thought in mind, we turn to The Prelude tor Wordsworth's own doctrine ot divine immanence.

As a guide to our

understanding ot the notion ot divine immanence, its main
propositions are here summarized:
(1) God is absolute Spirit or Life.
(2) God is immanent in the world and in the soul; He
does not transcend the world as the efficient cause of its
being.
13 Cf. the "Letter to Mrs. ClarksonD in The Correspondence of
,enrf Crabb Robinson with the Wordsworth Cirole, E. J. Korey ea.), in two volUiii,~arendon Press, Oxford, 1927,
I, 79.
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(3) God's indwelling presenoe is manifest in the vital
processes of nature and in man's internal experience.
(4) God ia immediatelr known in the natural order by
affective intuition, without appeal to the extrinsio aids of
reason and revelation.
Having previously dealt with proposition four, we are ooncerned
in the following matter to investigate Wordsworth 's thought in
i ts

bear~~

on the pr,eoeding proposi tiona.

What relatlen does Wordsworth propose as existing
between God and the world?

The answer to this question is

!!! Prelude, eaoh urging ~ ~
life of nature!!!! !!! S!2!!. For example,

found in several passages in
damental unity of

~

in Book XIII ooeur the lines
. • • • th.; ~eat slatem of the world
Where Man is spherea; and whloh God animatea. 14
~---

The context is significant.

--- --------

In the lines 1mmed1ately preced1ng,

Wordsworth retraots the pantheism implicit 1n h1s former
notions of God and man.

As Wordsworth tells us, this retrac-

tation was owing to the influence of Coleridge.
Thy gentle spirit to my heart of hearts
Did also find its way; and thus the life
Of all th1n~s and the mighty uniry- In iII whlo we-DeEOrd, and feel, and are,
Admitted more habitualll a mild ::';,"
InterposiiIOn. • •
- ---14 Prelude, XIII, 267-268.

ri
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•

•

•

• • • God and Man div1de~, as thj{ ought,
Between them the great systilllT'Q:the world, 15
Where Man is sphered, and which God animates.
The oonc1uding lines disclose that Wordsworth seems to admit
some distinotion between God, nature, and man.
intermediary between Ged and man.

Thus nature i8

In the scheme ot nature

nMan is spheredw--as Wordsworth says in Book VIII, was ot all
visible natures crown. n God is somehow over man and nature,
but with what distinction ot being, it any, i8 not clear.

On

the one hand, Wordsworth explicitly asserts that nature or the
world i8 animated by God:
the'lite ot God.

the lite ot the wGr1d is, in ettect,

This is a doctrine ot divine immanence.

On

the other hand, Wordsworth seems to propose a klnd ot transcendence predicated ot the notion that God is the source ot lite
and has lite

~

! super-eminent degree:

• • • the one
Surpassing Lite, which out of space-a~time,
Nor touched-OY-we1terings ot passion, i8 .
And hath the name of God. 16
Hence, God in a sense is di8tinct tram and transcendent to the
wor1d--not essentially distinct, however, since the world lives
with the lite of God.
lite is divine. 17

The prinCiple of 11fe is one and all

15Ibid., XIII, 252-268.
16 Ibid., VI, 154-158.
17 !iIite this with Co1eridge's concentrated definition ot
Spinozisa: WEvery thing has a 11te ot its own, and we are
all one lite. n
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The idea of the single life of God and nature

Wo~dsworth

repeats in other lines.
The lite of Nature, by the God ot love
Inspired. • .18
Great Godl
Who sends't thyself into this breathing world,
Through Nature and through every kind of life,
And maka't man what he is, Creature divine. l9
• • • Nature's selt, which is the breath of God. 20
Wordsworth's selection of words to descrIbe the presence ot God
in nature is significant.

In one instance, he says that the

life of nature is "inspired" by God; in another, he calls
nature the "breath" of God.

The terms suggest a more intimate

relation of God and nature than one ot efficient causality, or
of maker and thing.made; they indicate an actual communication

at soul or spirit.

If God communicates His own spirit; if, as

Wordsworth says, He sends Himself into the world as the life
that informs and animates it, then, indeed, the world shares In,
lives by, the very lIfe ot God.

The divine lite is present in

every living thing, and man himself is divine in virtue of the
vital prinCiple which God univocally communicates to him.

Man,

being the crown of living nature, participates in the divine
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life to an extraordinary degree,
As, more than anything we know instinct
With Godhead • • • 21
Consequently, God does not transcend the world as its
efficient cause; rather, He is in the world as the immanent
cause of its life and activity.

No real division of being or

of nature, then, obtains between God and the world.

There is

one divine life which all things--Qod, nature, man--share.
There is one order, the order o£ nature.

God is substantial

Spirit or Lite; the lite of God is the principle o£ the vitality and activity of the world-• • .the one Presence and the Life
~ seat whole • • • 22 - -

.Q!

A number of passages occur in which Wordsworth invokes
or refers to the Soul of Nature.
From Nature and her over£lowing soul
I had received so much that all my thoughts
Were steep'd in feeling. 2 3
Ohl Soul of Nature, excellent and fair,
That did_t rejoice with me, with whom I too
Rejoiced, through early earth. • .24
Ohl Soul of Naturel that dost over£low
With passion and with life, what feeble men
Walk en this earthL25
21
22 Ib i d., VIII, 637-638.
23 !'6IQ., III, 130-131.
2 "I'6I!. , II, 416-418.
4 It:>r'a., XI, 138-140.
25
XI, 146-148.

ma.,
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Another quotation may be adduced from The Exoursion as i~dioative
of Wordsworth's mind:
To every Form ot being is assigned
•
•
•
An aotive Principle:--howe'er removed

From sense and observation, it subsists
In all things, in all natures; in the stars
Ot azure heaven, the unendur1ng clouds,
In flower and tree, in every pebbly stone
That paves the brooks, the stationary rocks,
The moving waters, and the invisible air.
Whatefer exists hath properties that spread
A simple blessing, or with evil mixed;
Spirit that knows no insulated ~,
No ohaaiii';no solltuae; trom Illlltto link
It oirculates, the Soul ot all the worlds. 26

- ---- -

----.

- ---

As Joseph Beach observes, in lines such as these Wordsworth
exhibits a tendency to hypostatize nature as a distinot prinoipIe in the romantic fashion of Goethe and Shelley.27

But more

than mere romantic fashion or poetic language underlies Wordsworth's conception of nature.

For him the Saul of Nature is a

metaphysical oonoept olosely allied with his thought of the one
life that lives in all things.

Indeed, when Wordsworth speaks

of the soul or spirit of-natUre, he is very olose to identify-

ing it, perhaps aotually does identify it, with God.

Thus at

times in The Prelude he appears to merge the idea of God and
the. Soul of Nature 1nto one notion akin to the an1ma mundi ot

--

Neo-Platonio sohool or to the Sp1nozist oono,ption of Deus sive

Natura as the aotivating prinoiple ot all things in the universe
26 Excursion, IX, 1-15. Wordsworth italioizes "aotive. "
27 Beaoh, Conoept ~ Nature ••• , 50.

r
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--not merely of living things, but of all phenomena.

T~e,

for

example, these lines from Book I.
Wisdom and Spirit of the Universe!
Thou Soul that art the eternity of thoughtl
And givlst to forms and images a breath
And everlasting motion!28
The reference to God in a somewhat Platonic spirit is unmistakable in the second line; at the same time God is named
"Spirit of the Universe" and attributed to Him is the mediation
of the primal force whereby material forms have breath and
motiQn.

The evident sense of the words is that God and the

Soul or Spirit of the world are identical:
Mundi.

God is the anima

There is also the passage in Book IX where Wordsworth

speaks ot
• • • subservience from the first
To Ged and Naturels Single sovereignty.29
Unless tbe grammar is miS-interpreted, the "single sovereigntrhere referred te implies the_identity of God and nature.

But

elsewhere, it must be admitted, tbe Soul ot Nature appears to
have a principle of being distinct from God, as when Wordsworth
speaks ot
• • • the God

ot Nature and ot-.n. 30

Whether Wordsworth strictly identified God with nature or not,
28
2 Prelude, I, 428-431.
9 Ib!d., IX, 236-237.
30 IDrU., VIII, 435-436.

it is clear that he held God was immanent in nature.

•
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God and

the world are not entirely distinct; in principle the lif. of
;

both is one.

God is substantial life; the world lives, i.

animated by the 11fe--essentially dlvine--which God communioates to it.
Wordsworth's insistence on the one Life underlying the
relation of God, nature, and man approximates a conception
which, so Monsignor Sheen remarks, is becoming more and more
recognized in contemporary philosophy.31
that

~

!! organic

~ ~

tessorPringle-Pattison's.32

world.

It is the conception

The description i8 Pro-

Like Wordsworth, Pringle-Pattison

appeals to the Universal Lite in all things.

For him the

problem ot the relation between man, nature, and God is solved
by the use of biological categories.

Instead ot the "tatal

separation of the subject knowing and the objeot known" that
Kant and Bume imposed upon modern philosophy, Professor
Pringle-Pattison appeals to the erganic identitl of subject and
objeot.

For him, "Man is organic to the world and the universe

is organic to man."
Neither are God and Nature separated, for
there is something organic between God and
man and God and the world. To maintain that
31 Sheen, 55-5'7, 233-2(1.
32 A. Seth Pringle-Pattison, The Idea ot God, quoted passim
in Sheen's ~ ~ Intelligence:-- - -

.'
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God and man are two independent facts is to
lose hold "upon the experienced fact which
is the existenoe of one in the other and
through the other. • .God is not purely immanent, nor is He purely transcendent. There
1s onl,. one phrase which expresses what He
really is, namely, 'organio with the universe.' He becomes an abstraotion if separated, fr.em the universe of his manifestation,
just as the finite subjects have no independent subsistence outside of the Universal
Life, which mediates itself to them in a
world of objects."33

If one prescinds from the problem of knowledge involved in the
above statements, Wordsworth's relation of God, nature, and
man is markedly sim1lar to Pringle-Pattison's.

Like the latter,

Wordsworth immerses God in the vital prooesses of the world.
He appeals to the "life of the great whole" to explain his
apprehension of the "unity of all."

At the same time, Words-

worth distinguishes God and nature and thus denies the pure
immanence of the Divine.
purely

~anent

Hence, Wordsworth's God is neither

nor purely transcendent.

The phrase, "organic

with the world,· would seem an apt description of the relation
of his God with the world, since this relation is founded, like
Pringle-Pattison's, on the attribution of one Universal Life to
all things.

Much as the soul vivifies the body and brings the

body's activities into one organic unity, so in Wordsworth's
conception the one divine Life communicated fram God is the
basis of the organic "unity of all" demonstrated in the life
of nature and of man.

r
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The foregoing matter has emphasized Wordsworth's conviction of the immanence of the Divine in nature and the external
universe.

This immanence likewise extends to man, since man

participates in the divine prinCiple indwelling in all things.
I

Several passages already quoted remark Wordsworth's contention
on this point.

For example:

Then arose
Man, inwardly contemplated, and present
To my own being, to a loftier height;
As of all visible natures crown: and first
In capability of feeling what
Was to be felt; in being rapt away
By the divine effect of power and love,
;"As, more than anything we know instinct
WI'thGOcih'iiT.S 4
- -

-

.

Great God'

Who send'st thyself into thIs breathing world

Through Nature and through every kind of lite,
And mak'st man what he is, creature divine.35

-

.--.

------ - -

But one passage fram the fifth book ot The Prelude i. .specially explicit.
My mind hath look'd
Upon the speaking face of earth apd heaven
As her prime teacher, intercourse with man
Established by the sovereign Intellect,
Who through that bodIly Image hath diffus td
A soul divine which we p!rticipiti,
! aiithless spirit.SSThese lines are mOlt significant.

Wordsworth says that'we

participate in a divine soul diffused through our bodily forms.
34 Prelude, VIII, 630-638.
35 Ibid., X, 386-389.
36 ~., V, 11-17.

.
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By soul Wordsworth ot oourse intends the vital prinoiple or
animating lite.

Thus, in the first plaoe, the assertion ef our

participation in the divine soul or life bespeaks God's immanenoe in man.

But at the same time we must infer that this

divine life is more extensive than ourselves.
oommunioated to the world.

It is likewise

Consequently, man and nature are

oo-divine, tor both are animated by the immanent lite ot the
Deity.

Both man and nature Eartioipate in the one divine

that~':i.

God; God, it would seem, is the soul of the world.

~

Wordsworth's assertion of the divine immanence tallows
trom Simple faith in his intuition of God in nature.

This

mystiC intuition he predicated on nature's overwhelming vitalit1, whose principle, he believed, is the life of the Deity
communioated to the world.
with motion and lite.
An

Wordsworth's is a world breathing

Man, he insists, is

inmate ot this active universe. 37

Consistently, he beholds nature as dynamic, vital, and 8eltactivating, and he even endows inorganic nature with soul.
The mountains, winds, and sky are -Presences. w All natural
forms respire with "inward meaning," all lie "bedded in a
quickening soul.-

In the recognition of the soul pervading

all of nature, in his intimate sense at "the pulse of Being

-

37 Ibid., II, 266. Italics are Wordsworth's.
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everywhere," Wordsworth senses himselt to be in the prefenoe
ot the Divine.

At the time of the writing ot Tintern Abbey, Wordsworth,
it has been conjectured, identitied this telt presence only
with an impersonal motion or spirit animating the universe.
I,have telt
A presence that disturbs me with the joy
Ot elevaved, thoughts; a sense subUme
Of something far more deeply interfused,
Whose dwelling is in the light of setting suns,
And the round ooean and the living air,
And the blue sky, and in the mind of man;
A motion and a spirit, that impels
All thinking things, all objects ot thought
And rolls through all things. 38
In

!.!!! Prelude, however, Wordsworth's intuition ot a "something

tar more deeply 1nterfused" through nature haa direct reference tQ the Divine.

Hence, he speaks ot

The perfect image ot a mighty Mind,
Of one that feeds upon infinity,
That is exalted £z an und.r~esence,
~sense of God, or-wnatso~er Is dim
or-vast In-rtS-Own being. 39
The vague presence in Tintern Abbey which elicited the "joy ot
elevated thoughts" 1s

transtor~ed

in

~

Prelude, and the

"motion and a spirit" assumes the sharper lines of Wordsworth's
intuition of
• • • the one FOesence, and the Lif.e
Of the great who1e.~
38 Tintern A~It' 93-102.
39 PrelUde,
. ,69-73.
40 Ibid., III, 130-131.

-
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In the perception of this -living presence- in nature a~. within the soul, Wordsworth contacts God.
When strongly breath'd upon
By this sensation, whencesoeter it comes
Of union or communion doth the soul
Rejoice as in her highest joy: for there,
There chiefly, hath she feeling whence she is,
And, passing through all Nature rests ~ ~.4l
Ultimately, Wordsworth's affirmation of the immanence
of God in the world and in man is based upon a transcendental
or innate principle of knowledge.

In the apprehension of truth,

the mind
Is lord and master, and • • • outward sense
Is but the obedient servant of herw1ll. 42
• • .the mind is to herself
Witness and judge. 43
In the mind's transform1ng and oreative powers resides the
secret of interpreting nature's sublime mysteries.

While al-

lowing great weight to sensory factors in knowledge, Wordsworth
makes the claim of the transoendental faoulty of Imagination the
justification ot his experienoe of the Deity.

It is trom -the

depths of untaught things- that his intuition of -the unity of
all- arises; through his communion with "the invisible worldthat his sense of nthe one Presence, and the Life of the great
whole,· asserts itself,
The feeling of life endless, the great thought,
By which we live, Infinity and God. 44
41 Ibid., VIII, 830-835.
42 Ibid., Xi, 271-273.
43 Ibid., XII, 367-368 •
•

lOB
as.o~dsworth

Of such mystic experience of God in nature
proposes, E. I. Watkin has the tollowing comment:

Taken as a sufficient apprehension of the
nature of reality this intuition can be interpreted Kntl £l a p~lsm WhIch Identities
God wit
e venicle or His Presence. • .1
man inOie:rellgion ls-oon?rned to this immanental intuition will not worship a God beyond
and other than the nature He has oreated and
in which He is present, but will worship that
nature as itself absolute, itself divine.
Instead of rising fram nature to the God who
made it, whose Word is expressed in its forms,
whose Spirit supports its energies, he oontuses Creator and creatures and deities
nature. 4 5
With this suggestion ot the ultimate import of Wordsworth's
immanental experience, the treatment arrives properly at the
question next to be oonsidered--Wordsworth' s pani:b»'1 •••
•

'

-it,.

45 E. I. Wa~,k1n, A Philosophl !!.~, Shead and Ward, New

York, 1935, 384-385.

'
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THE PROBLEM OF PANTHEISM IN ..........
THE PRELUDE
In the present chapter the purpose is to interpret
Wordsworth's doctrine of immanence in its relation to pantheism.
Primarily, the chapter will concern itselt with the doctrine
objeotively present in

~

Prelude.

Secondarily, an inquiry

will be made whether Wordsworth was at any time a convinoed
pantheist.

The latter question is relevant to the period

before the completion of

~

Prelude.

In the study ot The Prelude it is neoessary to distinguish Wordsworth's objeotive system trom his own interpretation

ot it, tor these two aspects ot his thought appear to be in
oontradiction.

Objectively, the relation between God, nature,

and man there proposed is, to the present writer's mind, pantheistic.

Subjectively, Wordsworth's state of mind in the poem

seems undoubtedly to have been theistio.

The question is

whether Wordsworth's dootrine of an immanent Deity admits a
real measure of transoendenoy in God, suoh as to distinguish
the being of God trom that ot the world.

If in the consider-

ation ot Wordsworth's thought this distinction oannot be sustained,

!e! _P_r_e_l_u_d_e must be judged to express a pantheistic

view of reality, notwithstanding Wordsworth's judgment to the
100
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contrary.
In preface to the following treatment some consideration

ot the tenets of pantheism is necessary.

In general, the pan-

theistic position denies any real d1st1nction between God and
the universe.

Reality 1s unitary, the being of God and the

being cammon to all things being made ident1a.l.

From the

point of view of God, there is no essential transcendency over
the world; as for individual things, they have no absolute
independence of God.

Summed up, pantheism asserts that the

substance or essence of God and ot all things is one and the
same.
The various pantheistic systems depend upon varying ,". ,',
interpretations of the one reality that is God and the world.
The position of materialism that all is matter or a function
ot matter may be ignored since it has no application to Wordsworth's thought.

With immanental pantheism, however, \fords-

worth's doctrine has significant pOints of contact.

In general,

immanental pantheism tollows an idealistic-spiritual Inter-'
pretation of reality, conceiving the one substance to be mind
or spirit.

For the Stoics and Platonists, and tor Bruno,

Spinoza, and Bergson, who admit the real existence of the universe, the one reality is God, indwelling in and working in
the world as the principle of Its aotlvlty and llfe.

For Hegel,

ill
~

the idealist, and similarly for Fiohte and Sohelling, the
Divine substanoe is an abstraot, substance-less mental phenomenon, the subject of purely immanent experienoe, whioh experienoe flows from the immanent evolution of the Divine Lite manifesting itself through our oonsoiousness.
Fundamental 1n all immanental pantheism is the notion
that God is Life.

Whether He is called the World-Soul or Spiri

or the Immanent Reason, or the Idea, these terms reduce themselves to the oonception of God's essential vitality.

Seoondly,

this lite that is God is univooally predicated ot the activity
and vital processes of the world.
or real, God is

Whether this world be ideal

1D it, not as an external contriver, but as an

immanent, all-pervading, and vital presence in such sort that
the Divine lite i8 the unique source ot the lite and animation
ot the world.

Hence, God and the world enjoy, so to speak, an

organic relation much as the soul and body, extension belng
an attribute of the Divine Substance (Spinoza); or, it the
absolute immanence of the mind is invoked to the exclusion ot
extra-mental reality, God is the pure

~

and reality the

manitestation of evolving Thought (Hegel); or He is vital
Energy, and reality is the flux of the creative and everevolving Elan Vital (Bergson).

This

~ndwelling

Lite or Spirit,

it is generally asserted, is the subject ot man's intuitive
experience, understanding intuition, not as intellectual or
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conceptual, but simply as felt contact with the Divine
~-.;;.----

~resence.

From the matter of the preceding chapter it should be
apparent that Wordsworth's thought has definite relation with
the postulates of pantheism.

His mystICism and idea of the

world-soul show links with the transcendentalism of the English
Neo-Platonists and Boehme's theosophy.

His almost animistic

conception of the vitality of all "forms· in nature and -the
life of the great whole- approximates Coleridge's definition
of Spinozism:
all one lIfe."

"Everything has a life of its own, and we are
The probabilIty is strong that Wordsworth was

actually, if perhaps indirectly or unconsciously, influenoed
by the sami-pantheistic ideas of the Platonists and the overt
pantheism of Boehme and Spinosa.

Still, in the absence of any

information fram Wordsworth or of conclusive evidence as to hi.
early reading, it may be fruitless to argue the point.

Admit-

ting a considerable similarity in idea and the presumed influence of Coleridge in acquainting Wordsworth with different
mystical and pantheistic philosophies, recourse must be made to
Wordsworth's text itself for the final judgment of his thought.
This is especially true since Wordsworth's thought shows
eclectic tendencies.

In the last analYSiS, the criterion of

the truth ot his system reposed not in philosophical analysis,
which he contemned as having its origins in "that false secondary power by which we multiply distinctions," but in the

..
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appeal of this or that idea to his sympathies and temperament.
Given this appeal, he made the idea his own, verifying its
truth in the apprehension of its congruity with his inner
experience.

For Wordsworth this inner and transoendental expe-

rience is signifioant of objective reality, giving insight by
the oreative thrust of Imagination into the real though
"invisible world" of the Spirit; for one trained in soholastio
disoipline his inner experience and his Imagination are rather
subjeotive feeling, their foundation the wiatful yearnings of
a human heart in blind searoh for its Maker and final End.
Feeling and inner oertitude being Wordsworth's guides, he may
have taken over oertain pantheistic ideas oblivious of their
logical implioations.

Or, mor likely, having earlier overtly

embraoed pantheism and in the oourse of writing

~

Prelude

undergoing a ohange of mind, Wordsworth was constrained by the
trend of his system on the one hand and his changed conviotions
on the other.

It would appear that Wordsworth ended up by

asserting both system and theism in The Prelude, with a measure of doubt in his mind as to their ultimate oompatibility.
This doubt appears in at least one plaoe, the oonolusion of
Book III.

There

Wo~dsworth,

after referring to his oonscious-

ness of the ·sentiment of Being spread o'er all that moves
and all that seemeth still," oontesses that
• • .in all things now

l .!!!. .2!!.! .ll!!, and ?iltthat it

W"joy.
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One song they sang, and it was audible,
Most audible then when the fleshly ear,
O'ercome by grosser prelude ot that strain,
Forgot its funotions, and slept undisturbfd. l
But-a note of anxiety is discernible in the lines

i~ediately

following:
, It this be error, and another taith
Find easier acoess to the pious mind,
Yet were I grossly destitute of all
Those human sentiments which make this earth
So dear, if I should fail, with grateful voice
To speak of you, Ye Mountains and Ye Lakes" eto. 2
\'

Betore entering upon the study ot Wordsworth's dootrine

ot immanence in its reterenoe to pantheism, it will be well
first to inquire into the question of Wordsworth's previous
pantheism.
complet~on

It

ot

Wordswo~th's

~

pantheism in the

pe~iod

betore the

Prelude can be proved or rendered very likely,

its" bearing on our consideration ot pantheistic tendencies in
The Prelude itselt is obvious.
In the variorum edition of The Prelude Mr. ,de Selincourt

published for the first time a fragment at poetry fncluded in
a manusoript notebook containing an early version of Peter Bell
and fragments of other poems.

Judging from

interna~

evidence,

Mr. de Selincourt believes that these lines were written
between the, summer of 1798 and spring, 1800:
1 Prelude, II, 429-434.
2 Ibid., II, 435-439.
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•
I seemed to learn (
)3
That what we see ot torms and images
Which tloat along our mindsl and what we teel
Ofi'active or recognizable thoughtl
Prospeotiveness l or intellect l or willI
Not only is not worthy to be deemed
OUr being l to be prized as what we are l
But is the very littleness ot lite.
SUch oonsciousness I deem but aooidentsl
Relapses trom the one interior lite
That lives in all thingsl sacred from the touch
01' tha. false secondary power by which
In weakness we create. distinctions, then
Believe that all our puny boundaries are things
Whioh we perceive and not which we have made;
--In which all beings live with god, themselves
Are god l existing in the mighty whole,
As indistinguishable as the cloudless East
At noon is trom the oloudiess westl when all
The hemisphere is one cerulean blue. 4
Commenting on the passage l Melvin Rader says:
This fragment proves that Wordsworth was very
deeply affected by a mystical conoeption 01'
reality. Forms and images represent the very
~ittleness of lite; and intellective processes
are mere relapses tram the unitary lite in
which all things share. All our puny boundaries are man-made; the true reality is the
inetfable ·unity. The "one interior lite lives
in all things", therefore; sensatloos;-Yith
lneir report of the external world l are mere
"accidents" in camparison with the inward
sense that. we are god. Thus Wordsworth presents a sweeping denial of the senses and the
reason, and an assertion 01' a completely mystical philosoph1. 5
The radical pantheism of the lines beginning "In which all
beings live with god • • • " is conolusive.

On the other hand,

3 The remainder of the line is illegible in the present state
ot the manuscript.
4 ct. Rader, 141, or the Variorum Edition l 512-513. The
Prelude l II, 216-219 1 reproduces the tour lines begInning
wOr thit talse secondary power, etc." without change.
5 Rader, 141.
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it might be objected that Wordsworth did not include th~ fragment in

!a! Prelude, presumably because the thought was a

momentary aberration and not strictly representative of his
mind.

This objection has its proper weight.

still, the fact

that Wordsworth even wrote the lines suggests his strong disposition towards an ultimately pantheistic view of reality.
Moreover, there is the passage in Book II where Wordsworth explioitly retracts his former pantheism.

In that part of Book

II where tour of the lines of the fragment are

rep~oduced,

Wordsworth substitutes for the suspect lines the following
tribute to Ooleridge:
To thee, unblinded by these outward shows,
The unity of all hath been revealed.6
It would appear that Wordsworth agreed with Ooleridge in affirming the unity so positively asserted in the fragment.

---

The

tempered and much more non-commital statement of The Prelude

--~~-

in place of the lines in the fragment which follow the denunciation of -the false secondary power" was
the influence of Coleridge.

probab~y

owing to

This is borne out by the passage

reproduced in our last chapter where Wordsworth sums up his
indebtedness to his friend:
Ooleridge. • •
•

•

•

Shall I be mute ere thou be spoken of?
Thy gentle Spirit to my heart of hearts
6 Prelude, II, 225-226.
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Did also find its way; and thus the life
Of all things and the mighty unity
In all which we behold, and feel, and are,
Admitted more habitually a mild
Interposition, and closelier gathering thoughts
Of man and his concerns, such as become
A human Creature, be he who he may1
And so the deep enthusiastic joy,
The rapture of the Hallelujah sent
From all that breathes and is, was ehasten'd, stemm'd
And bllaneed by a Reason which indeed
Is reason; duty and pathetiC truth;
And God and man divided, as they ought,
Between them the great system of the world
Where Man is sphered, and which God animates. 7
Obviously this passage describes a transition from pantheism to
immanent theism.

Wordsworth here qualifies -the life of all

things and the mighty unity in all- to admit a humbler notion
of -man and his concerns.ough~-

nGod and man" are -divided as they

and:
Between them the great system of the world
Where Man is sphered, and which God animates.

Thus, the evidence is presumptive that Wordsworth had an early
period of mystical and radically pantheistic conviction, and
that Coleridge finally converted him to a modification of this
philosophy.
Wordsworth's early pantheism, as disclosed in the fragment taken from the manuscript notebook and possibly in the
lines of Tintern Abbey quoted in the last chapter, has an
obvious weight in considering the thought of The Prelude.
7

Ibid., XIII_ 247-268.

It
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must be admitted that Wordsworth changed his belief.

Di~

he

also change his basic philosophy from pantheism to thelsmt
is pantheism stll1 present ln
but ln fact?

~

Or

Prelude, not only in tendency,

It seems highly dubious that Wordsworth's change

of mind affected his fundamental philosophy more than superficially.

The Prelude still affirms the "life of all things"

of

and the "unity

all"--ldeas which had their inception in his

former full-biown pantheism, whose obvious force, taken them
any way one Will, is still pantheistic.

Moreover, the term

"immanent theism" which has been used to describe the religious
philosophy ot

~

Prelude involves a contradiotion in terms.

If meant to imply an organic relation between God, man, and the
world, it denies God's essential transcendenoy.
fied--on improbable

grounds-~with

Or if identi-

the vital immanence of modern

religion, it is highly pantheistic in trend and in faot. 8
For the modern immanent Deity is symbolic, and so the Divine
Personality becomes uncertain.

Or He is not distinct from man,

and consequently the position is openly pantheistic.

Or He is

unknowable; hence, why should not this "Unknowable" be the soul
of the world?

Or He is a phenomenon ot conscience proceding

--

fram man as man. "The rigorous conolusion ot this is the identity of man with God, which means Pantheism."9

However, then,

.: Cf. A. Vermeersch, Catha Encycl., "Modernism," XI, 447-450.
ct. the Encyclical or-pius X, Pascend! Dominici gregis,
cited in the first chapter.
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divine immanence is predicated of Wordsworth's

thought~whether

as implying an organic relation with the world or as the object
of purely immanent experience, the description logically is
pantheistic.

The only legitimate force that may be at'acbed

to the term "immanent theist" is that it describes Wordsworth's
subjective conviction that God is somehow distinct from and
transcendent to the world, supposing, however, the contrary
trend of his thought.
Wordsworth's effort to express hi. new-found theism is
apparent in a number of passages in

~

Prelude.

The following

suggest, for example, God'. transcendency:
An image not unworthy of the one

Surpassing Lire, whioh out of space and time
Nor touched by welterings of passion, is
And hath the name of God.10
• • • the soul
•

•

•

• • • passing through all Nature rests with God. 11
Thus, God's life is pre-eminent and above that of nature.

God

exists "out of space and time,· immutable and unohanging.
Other lines represent God as personal, ruling, prOvident, the
objeot of man's praise, gratitude, and service:
Man. • •
•
•
•
• • • by reason and by Will
Acknowledging dependency sub1ime. 12

10 Prelude, VI, 154-157.
11 Ibid., VIII, 832-835.
12 IDIa., VIII, 631-639.
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• • • in the deepest passion, I bew'd low
To God, who thus corrected my desires. l3
When God, the Giver of all joy, is thank'd
Religiously, in silent blessedness. 14
But blessed be the God
Of Nature and of Man that this was so.15
• • • this I speak
In gratitude to God, who feeds our hearts
For his own service, knoweth, loveth us
When we are unregarded by the world. 16
Therefore to serve was high beatitude. 17
Still other passages refer to God in the light of effioient
cause:
To the end and written spirit of God's works,
Whether held forth in Nature or in Man. 18
Man and his noble nature, as it is
The gift of God and lies in his own power. 19
Attention comes
And comprehensiveness and memory
From early converse with the works of God. 20
It is apparent that Wordsworth implements his theistic
belief with a good number of ideas suggesting the transcendence,
personality, providence, and efficient rather than immanent
causality of God.
13
14
15
16
17

Taken by themselves, these notions would

Ibid. XI, 374-375.
I"DICr
' VI, 614-615.
~.,
IuJ"u. , VIII, 435-436.
IDId., XII, 274 .. 277.

ma.,

X, 398.

!lin., IV, 358-359.
19 I'6Ia., IX, 361-362.
20 i'DlQ., VII, 716-719.
18

-
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remove Wordsworth tram the suspioion of pantheistio ten!enoies.
On the other hand, there remain the passages

openl~

susoeptible

ot pantheism:
A soul divine whioh we partioipate,
A deathless spirit. 21
••• God and Nature's single sovereignty.22
Great God'
Who sends1t thyselt into this breathing world
Through Nature and through every kind ot lite,
And mak'st man what he is, Creature div1ne. 23
Thus muoh tor the one Presence, and the Lit.
ot the great whole. 24
In such lines we touch the fundamental concepts and the metaphysical basis ot Wordsworth's thought.

Their only admissible

interpretation is the fundamental unity ot God, nature, and
man, as verified in the "soul divine· which man and nature
participate, the ·single sovereignty" of God and nature, the
immanent presenoe ot God in "Nature and every kind of life,·
and the one "Lite ot the great whole."

To identity the lite

ot God and the world in this way is pantheism.

It may be that

Wordsworth's dootrine escapes the most rigorous sense of pantheism, since he admits the dual existenoe ot matter and spirit
"and distinguishes God's immanent lite trom the extended principle in which the divine soul indwells.

Yet ultimately Words-

worth puts God and nature in organio relation; both spirit and
21
22 Ibid., V, 16-17.
!D!'a'. IX, 237.
23~ ,
J.
,
X, 386-389.
24 'ibid., III, 130-131.
D~U.
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body are included in the all-embracing and vital unity which
is God.
still other passages suggest some measure of idealism,
approaching pantheism in tone or suggestion:
his mind
Even as an agent of the one great mind
Creates, creator and receiver both. 25
Of Genius, Power,
Creation, and Divinity itself
I have been speaking, for my theme has been
What passld within me. 26
• • .a sense
Of treachery and desertion in the place
The holiest that I knew of, my own soul. 27

The feeling of life-endless, the great thought
By which we live, Infinity and God. 28
That these and similar pasaages lend themselves to a
pantheistic interpretation is suggested, as de Selincourt notes,
by their careful revision in the 1850 text or The PreludeggThus

A soul divine which we participate
deathless spirit,

A

becomes
As might appear to the eye of fleeting time
A deathless spirit,
25
26 Ibid·i II, 271-273.
2 IOIQ., III, 171-174.

7 IOIa., X, 379-381.
28 !OIQ., XIII, 183-184.
29 ae-!elincourt, IntDod., xxxvi-xxxvii.
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and
God and Nature's single sovereignty
becomes
Presences of God's mysterious power
Made manifest in Nature's sovereignty.
To that passage in the early Prelude where Wordsworth tells
how, with God and Nature communing, he
Saw one life and felt that it was joy
he adds the qualification
Communing in this sort through earth and heaven
With every form of creature, as it looked
Towards the Uncreated with a countenance
Of adoration, with an eye of love.
Similarly,
The feeling of life endless, the great thought
By which we live, Infinity and God
becomes in the later text
Faith in life endless, the sustaining thought
Of human being, Eternity and God.
In view of Wordsworth's divergent trends toward theism
and immanence, it is apparent that the thought of the early
Prelude is contradictory.

Certain passages clearly exhibit

Wordsworth's effort to think of God as personal and transcendent in His relation with the world.

Other passages, however,

just as clearly propose the fundamental unity of the divine life
with that of man and external nature.

Inasmuch as Wordsworth

retracts his radical conviction of the immanence of God in the

/
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world, his system remains, in fact, pantheistic.
In making this judgment of Wordsworth's thought, the
writer withdraws from that loose 'beistic conception entertained by many of Wordsworth's critics which affirms at the
same time both the immanent character of God and His transcendence.

Such a conception is in harmony with modern thought.

The current ideal of religion is to make God partly immanent
and partly transoendent.

This ideal brings God near to man by

emphasizing His indwelling presenoe; at the same time it saves
itself from the taint of pantheism by asserting God's limited
transoendenoe.

But suoh an ideal deals in contradictions.

Either God absolute transoends the world, or He does not.
Either the being of God is absolutely distinct from the world,
or in same real sense it is identical with the world.

By

affi~

ing the latter alternative the modern ideal of religion neoessarily lands in some form of pantheism.
To embrace the alternative ot God's absolute transcendence in the manner of traditional soholastic philosophy is not,
however, as modern thinkers oonsider, to make Him aloof from
the world's needs.

For, as Monsignor Sheen observes:

Can God be said to be Haloof from the universe"
when from all et~rn1ty He loved the Eternal
Arohetypal ideas aooording to which it would
be tashioned? Can God be said to be "aloof
trom the universe" when He is the very cause
ot its being? Can He be said to be "aloot
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•

from human desires- who conserves beings in
existence in order that the~ may reach the
fullness of their pertection? Can He be trull
said to be "too far removed f·rom the universe
when, without His sustaining power for even a
single moment, the universe would lapse baok
into the nothingness fram which it oame? Is
He a "separated and disinterested God" who is
in all things byHls presence, His essence and
His power,30

If God is in the universe as the Power that brought it into
being, as the Power that conserves it, and as the Goodness
which prompted it and towards which it moves; it God is the
Final End tor which man and things exist, with Whom indeed the
created spirit is destined through Grace to be united forever,
then the charge that God is aloof trom the world of His creation appears to be without foundation.
The traditional notion of God, tar from the deism which
modern philosophy decries, maintains the intimate presence 'ot
God in the world, but, unlike modern thought, it does this at
no cost ot principle, without inviting pantheism.
Many oritics of Wordsworth, imbued with religious
notions ot the day, have discovered in the poet of
a unique prophet ot modern religion.

!h! Prelude

His mystioism, His Deity

immanent in nature and in man, his natural religion, offer to
them, just as they did to John Stuart Mill and the Victorians
30 Sheen, 256.
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of the last century, the ideal religion of man.

~

Dispensing

with faith and proposing no oreed other than the simple affirmation of God in nature and the heart of man, Wordsworth's
worship of the indwelling God offers that spontaneous and
immediate approaoh to the Divine whioh the modern spirit, in
distrust of dogma and all forms of religious authority, is
looking for.

It is a worship, however, that is

~llusory.

Having its origin in feeling and purely subjeotive impulse,
Wordsworth's religion ultimately has no objective basis.

Sup.-

posing the organio identity of God, nature, and man, and thus
denying the Divine Personality and transoendenoy, Wordsworth's
oonoeption destroys the very notion of God whieh alone founds
the dignity and neoessity of our worship of God.

CHAPTER VI

WORDSWORTH'S RELIGIOUS PHILOSOPHY:

A SUMMARY

In developing the various aspects of Wordsworth's
thought considered in the body of this thesis, the intention
has been to bring to the surface the basic assumptions underlying Wordsworth's early philosophy, to relate his theories
and principles to scholastic philosophy, and to suggest in the
light of .scholastic thought to what extent Wordsworth's religious philosophy departs from orthodoxy.

The ohief text has

been the 1805 version of The Prelude, and the main problem to
determine whether the relatio'n of God, the world, and man which
this poem proposes is pantheistic.

To the latter end, the

thesis has examined Wordsworth's theory of mind, his mysticism,
and his dootrine of immanence in order to establish the prinoiples and sources of his early ph1losophy.

In the light of

these principles and sources the thesis conoluded, first, that
Wordsworth proposes a purely natural philosophy of rel1gion
and, secondly, that he was strongly influenced by the different strains of transcendental and naturalistic thought current in his day.

On the latter grounds the thesis has urged,

in general, the unorthodox trend of Wordsworth's thought from
the point of view of traditional theism and, ultimately, has
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argued the pantheism of Wordsworth's dootrine ot divine~mmanenoe.
The oonolusions presented in the three ohapters relative
to Wordsworth's theory of mind, his mystioism, and his dootrine
of immanenoe are, in general, pretty muoh a refleotion df the
findings of Wordsworth's oritios.

Most oritios are inolined

to admit the purely natural basis of Wordsworth's early theology, disagreeing, however, as to whether this theology Lmplies
naturalism ore-an equivalent term--pantheism.

The thesis,

therefore, is on oa..mon ground with the oritios in asserting
Wordsworth's approaoh to God through natural experienoe, as
mediated by the transoendental faoulty of Imagination, rather
than through faith and Christian revelation.
the oritios the thesis oonoludes

that~

Again, along with

Wordsworth's asserted

experienoe of God is essentially mystioal, that is, immediate
and intuitive, and natural, that is, dependent upon an obscure
sense intuition of the Divine immanent in nature and in the
soul.

As not a tew ot his oritios remark, Wordsworth's advo-

cacy of natural mystioism argues, oonsequently, the influenoe
of the different transoendental and naturalistio philosophies
in the air at his time, for example, English Platonism,
Boehme'. theosophy, Spinoza's naturism, and, to some extent,
Kantian transoendentalism.

By

implication, it seems fairly

certain that Wordsworth's philosophy has root conneotions with
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the pantheism of some of these philosophies.
Given the fact of Wordsworth's intuition of the

~vine

indwelling in the world and in man, the critics have disagreed
concerning the nature of Wordsworth's concept of the divine
immanence.

In the majority they render a negative verdict on

the question of pantheism in

~

Prelude, the reasons being

(l) the apparent trend to orthodoxy of the 1850 Prelude--until
recently the only version known; (2) a reluctance in older critics--most of them divines--to admit pantheism in Wordsworth;
(3) the liberal sympathies of most critics for a relaxed form
of theism admitting natural mysticism and the immanent presence
of God in the world; (4) the presence in the 1805 Prelude of
notions of a transcendent and personal Deity, and Wordsworth's
belief, admittedly changed in
scendent Deity.

!h!

Prelude, in favor of a tran-

Accordingly, the majority of the critics

characterize Wordsworth's religious position as immanent theism.
On

the other hand, some few critics with an eye on Wordsworth's

philosophy and its antecedents rather than on hi. formulated
theistic belief, have found his doctrine pantheistic.
For its part, the thesis has endeavored to solve the
question ot Wordsworth's pantheism and the disagreement among
critics, first, by limiting the problem to the 1805 Prelude and,
secondly, by insisting on the objective pantheism ot The Prelude
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In limiting study to the text of the 1805 Prelude the

p~s.nt

subscribes to the theory so-called of the two Wordsworths and,
acoordingly, would dismiss older oriticism baaed on the unreliable 1850 Prelude.

With disoussion limited to the more

representative text of the 1805 Prelude and its more radioal
philosophy, we have made the point that Wordsworth's thought
must be reoognized as contradiotory.

The contradiction exists

in the explicit pantheism ot Wordsworth's dootrine ot divine
immanenoe on the one hand as opposed to his more or less explicit oonvictions in favor of theism on the other.

The thesis,

consequently, has explained the oontradictory verdiots ot critics over the question of

Wor~sworth's

pantheism as largely

owing to failure to distinguish the subjective and objeotive
aspects of Wordsworth's thought.
In arguing the pantheism ot Wordsworth's dootrine ot
divine immanence, the writer has had in mind Wordsworth's own
philosophical prinCiples, the probable derivation ot his
thought fram the.pantheistic philosophies ot Boehme, Spinoza,
and the English Platonists, Wordsworth's onetime formulated
pantheism, and, finally, the various explicit texts of The
Prelude.

In the light of Wordsworth's statements in Book XIII

it seems clear that he there retracted the pantheistic views
which he held up to some time betore the completion of .........
The
Prelude and recorded presumably in Tintern Abbey.

To the
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present writer, however, it is equally olear that this otilnge
of view hardly affected the basio philosophy of

!h!

Prelude

and that the -unity of all- which Wordsworth oontinued to
affirm ultimately implies a pantheistio identification of God,
the world, and man.
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